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ABSTRACT
The thesis analyses the current situation of the 
labour force in China, including its dimensions, 
composition, structure, distribution and participation 
patterns. Furthermore, based on this, a projection is 
made of the future supply of the labour force in China 
during 1982-2002. The analysis is based mainly on 1982 
Population Census data.
The thesis is organized in six chapters. The 
first one is an introduction in which the importance and 
definition of labour force studies and some basic 
background information about China will be explained. 
The second and third chapters analyse the current 
situation of the labour force and trends of labour force 
participation. It is demonstrated that rapid growth of 
the labour force in China since 1949 has resulted in 
continuing structural problems which have not been 
conducive to development of a modern economy. These two 
chapters are also the preparation for constructing tables 
of economically active life and labour force projections 
in the next two chapters. Here it is shown that the 
structural imbalances in the labour force of China are 
likely to continue. The last chapter is a summary of 
the thesis. Some suggestions or questions are presented 
in this chapter, based on the work in previous chapters.
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1CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION
1.1. INTRODUCTION
It is possible that rich resources can be destroyed 
or become a heavy burden without scientific management and 
utilization in the both short and long run. "Rapid economic 
development in China will entail the efficient use of its 
resources, including labour" (Orr, 1988:1).
Labour force, as one of the three most important 
inputs of production, occupies a critical position in the 
discussion of population growth and economic development. 
And it has become more and more important in recent years 
partly due to the extremely excessive supply of labour force 
which has resulted from the imbalance of rapid population 
growth from a large base population, and the slow 
development of economy in the developing countries (Stamper, 
1977:21). Besides, the existence of a large surplus of 
labour force not only strengthens the pressure on an economy 
but threatens the social order. Therefore, more and more 
attention has been paid to problem of labour force by both 
individual scholars and national or international agencies. 
The United Nations, for example, has pointed out that 
employment is the central issue of the 1970s and 1980s and 
the United Nations General Assembly, on 24 October, 1970, 
accepted a significant reduction of unemployment and 
underemployment as one of the aims of the International 
Development Strategy in the 1970s and 1980s (UN, 1973:3-5).
2China is still a developing country and it has the 
largest population in the world. Its labour market is 
characterized by an excess supply of unskilled labour, which 
is worse than that of any other country, in its current 
stage of economic development (Orr, 1988:9). This is 
reflected in several aspects, such as: the existence of 
large underemployment, estimated at about one-third of total 
labour in rural areas, while unemployment is low 
(Feng:1985); predominance of agricultural labour in the 
total labour supply; low productivity in both agricultural 
and non-agricultural sectors (Orr, 1988:1).
Although China's government has been forced to 
implement a strict birth control policy to limit the rapid 
population growth, the working age population— the source of 
labour force--will still increase quickly at least in the 
period from 1982 to 2002 because of the high natural growth 
rate of population in the past. There is no choice for the 
Chinese government but to design reasonable economic and 
employment policies to take up the large labour pool, both 
current and future. Therefore, it is necessary for policy­
makers to estimate and analyse the labour supply including 
its growth, composition, distribution among categories of 
economic activities, and factors which influence these 
characteristics of manpower. This is the main aim of the 
thesis.
1.2 MAIN OBJECTIVES AND STRUCTURE OF THE THESIS
Although the problem of the labour force is so 
important to China's society and economy, unfortunately,
3only a few studies about it have been done so far while a 
lot of demographic research has been done. This is partly 
due to unavailability of data. This thesis is written 
within an overall framework which would set out parameters 
of a solution to managing and utilizing the huge human 
resource in China through the study of both supply of and 
demand for labour. In this study, it is proposed to 
complete the first step, a study of labour supply. More 
specifically, the purposes of the thesis are:
(1) analyzing the current situation of labour
including participation rates and finding out 
the trends of labour participation;
(2) projecting the labour force in China in the 
period from 1982 to 2002.
Based on those objectives, this thesis is organized 
in 6 chapters. The first one is introduction in which the 
importance and the definition of labour force studies and 
the basic relevant background of China will be explained. It 
is essential for understanding the whole thesis. The second 
and third chapters analyse the current situation and find 
the trends of labour force participation. These two 
chapters are also the preparation for constructing the 
tables of economically active life and labour force 
projections in the next two chapters. The last chapter, 
chapter 6, is the summary of the thesis. Some suggestions 
or questions will be presented in this chapter based on the 
work in previous chapters .
41.3 BASIC BACKGROUND
Before going to the studies of labour force, it is 
necessary to discuss some basic characteristics of the 
condition of China influencing the labour force, such as its 
geographic, economic, social and demographic conditions.
(1). Geographic Background
China is characterized by a large geographic area 
and high density of population. The territory of China is 
about 9.6 million square km, about 7 percent of the total 
dry land area of the world, while there were 1015 million 
people in 1982, constituting 22 per cent of world 
population. The density of population is about 107 
people/square km, which is more than three times higher 
than the average density of population of the world while it 
is lower than some areas such as, middle-south Asia (145), 
Western Europe (154) (PRC.CASS, 1985:1119).
It is true that China has a big area geographically, 
but most areas are not suitable for people to live. The 
area of mountains 3,000 metres and over above sea level is 
about 26 per cent of the total area of China; a further 32 
per cent is mountains and plateau area with elevation of 
1000-3000 metres; 17 per cent is small mountain and basin 
areas with an elevation of 500-1000 metres and 25 per cent 
is plain and hilly land with elevation of below 500 metres. 
About 60 per cent of the total area of China belongs to dry 
land or semi-dry land with annual rainfall below 400 mm, 
including some desert and gobi areas (Hu,1985:276; Li;1985). 
All of these affect the local economic development and the 
distribution of population and labour. Total arable land is
5only 975,280 square km in 1982, about 10 per cent of the 
total area of China. Arable land per capita is only 0.1 
hectare. This is only one-eighth of that of the Soviet 
Union or USA while it is close to that of Japan (0.08) and 
double that of South Korea (PRC.CASS, 1985:1190).
The uneven geographic distribution of population is 
another characteristic of China. If a straight line from 
Aihui in Heilongjiang Province in North-east of China to 
Tenchong in Yunnan Province in South-west of China was 
drawn, according to the population statistics in 1933, there 
was 64 per cent of total area of China on the North-West 
part of the line and only 4 per cent of total population 
while about 96 per cent population lived in the other part 
with only 36 per cent of total land. This situation has 
lasted for more than 50 years so far and maybe will 
continue in the future. 1982 population census data showed 
that on the north-west side of the line, there was only 5.6 
percent total population while 94.4 per cent total 
population lived on the other side. This status of uneven 
distribution of population adversely affects the 
relationship between population or labour and natural 
resources. Because of this, the density of population on 
the south-east side, comparing with the national average, is 
raised to 280 people per square km while that on the other 
side is lowered to 9 in 1982. Meanwhile , there are many 
more natural resources in the north-west part than in the 
south-east part, but most of them have not been developed 
yet. The imbalance both of population distribution and 
economic developments result from not only natural
6circumstances but also from the centralized economic 
system, and autocratical political system and corresponding 
policies, particularly the negative policy of limiting the 
mobility of population and labour force. In recent years, 
the government has paid more and more attention to it, but 
without action having been taken (Hu, 1985:276-282).
(2) . Economic Background
China is a less developed country with GNP (Gross 
National Production) in 1983 equivalent to US$ 236,344.3 
million, ranged at the 9th in the world. That is about 22 
per cent of GNP of Japan in 1982 ($1,062,866,9) and 7.3 per 
cent of GNP of the United States in 1983 ($3,256,500).
Because China has the largest population in the world, GNP 
per capita is only US$ 230, ranged at 114th among 124 
countries in the world. It is 2.6 per cent of that of Japan 
($8973.1) and 1.7 per cent of that of the United States 
($13887). All those figures indicate the weak national 
strength and low level of living standard of people 
(PRC.CASS, 1985:1167-1172). The combination of backward 
economy with big population makes development of China more 
difficult. Although the Chinese government has conducted a 
series of economic reforms and has made some achievement, 
major change of the current situation cannot be expected in 
the near future.
(3) . Demographic Background
It is the large population that is always the most 
prominent characteristic of China. China's population was
7about 542 million in 1949 and it increased to 1015 million 
in 1982. In only about 30 years it has nearly doubled. The 
proportion .of China's population in the world total 
population has remained for some time at about 22 per cent 
and is the largest population in the world (Liu, 1985:186). 
From the 1970s a strict population control policy has been 
conducted to lower the population growth and some 
achievements have been made. The natural growth rate 
decreased from 25.6 per thousand on average in the period 
1962 to 1973 to 14.5 in 1982 and 10.8 in 1984 (PRC.CASS, 
1985:851). But, due to the huge base population and 
population momentum, the total population will still 
increase growth quickly at least in next two decades.
China's population has many other features, like 
uneven distribution, young age structure, aging of 
population and so on. All of those, to different extent, 
will affect the labour supply in China, and they are going 
to be discussed in later chapters (Hu: 1985; Jiang and 
Zhu:1985; Yao:1985).
1.4. DEFINITIONS
Labour force is the most important concept for this 
thesis, so before beginning analysis, this concept must be 
fully understood. Some other concepts are important too, but 
they will be introduced later on. Although the basic 
concept of what constitutes economic activity has not 
differed greatly from one country to another, there are 
various definitions used in the world (UN, 1971:5; 1968:23;
81962:1), and even the same definitions may use different 
words.
According to internationally recommended standards, 
the term ’labour force' or 'economically active population’ 
refers to the total number of persons who want employment, 
whether or not their wish is satisfied (UN, 1971:5). That 
means the labour force comprises both employed persons and 
those seeking employment, or job seekers (UN, 1968:3).
The category of employed persons should comprise both 
full-time and part-time workers, while the unemployment 
should be defined (with some exceptions) as persons who are 
not at work and are seeking work for pay or profit during 
the period of reference. On the other hand, the category of 
persons not in the labour force (economically inactive 
population) should comprise persons engaged only in 
activities which do not contribute directly to the 
production of economic goods and services. This definition 
is used here while a different definition of labour force, 
an equivalent of employed people, used to be used in China. 
However, the previous use of "labour force" may cause some 
confusion and difficulties in practice, in interpreting 
official statistics.
Labour force age-limits, both maximum and minimum, 
vary from one country to another. The lower age-limit 
ranges from 5 to 15 years old while the higher age-limit is 
usually set at some point over 60 years old, although 
sometimes no higher age-limit is set (UN, 1962:3). In this 
case minimum age will be set at 15 and the maximum age- 
limit be set at 75 years old. The official retirement ages
9are usually 55 years for females and 60 years for males in 
china, but they apply mainly to urban employment. The 
available data of age-sex-specific participation rates are 
for people aged 15 to 65 (LI,1987:15-18).
The minimum working time which qualifies a person as 
a member of the labour force or economically active 
population, is subject to different standards in different 
countries. In the 1982 Population Census in China, the 
category of employed people referred to those who had a 
regular occupation when they were interviewed and those who 
had not a regular occupation but did 16 days or more casual 
work in the previous month (June) (Li, 1985:165).
Defining ’’unemployed people seeking employment” or 
job seekers is complicated too. It is probably easy to 
identify some people who are looking for job actively while 
it is difficult to identify the people who want jobs 
passively due to limited employment opportunity. The data 
on unemployed people seeking employment is only available 
for urban young people, so-called ’’young people waiting for 
jobs”, or young job seekers actually. Nevertheless, the 
over-supply of labour force in China exists prominently as 
underemployment but not unemployment.
A special problem arises in regard to the armed 
forces. There is some debate about men performing compulsory 
military service while the career soldiers are accepted as 
members of the labour force in employment in most cases (UN, 
1971:5). In this case, the military service men are 
excluded due to the unavailability of data. Full time 
students are excluded from labour force in a similar way,
10
despite the fact that an increasing number of them also 
undertake some supplementary work.
There is no clear-cut line between household chores 
and economic activity, particularly in a subsistence economy 
where the family is a basic production unit, such as in 
China now (UN, 1962:2). People (usually women) whose only 
work is keeping house are usually excluded from the labour 
force.
1.5 DATA SOURCE AND LIMITATION
The published data of the 1982 Population Census, in 
Almanac of China's population (PRC.CASS, 1985) and 
statistics on labour and wage (SSD.NSB, 1985) are the main 
sources for this study while some other data published in 
related books or on papers will be used too. However, given 
availability of Chinese statistics, empirical work on many 
aspects encounters difficulties and limitation with data. 
Therefore, some modification, adjustment and substitution 
probably are necessary (Orr, 1988:1).
Several limitations have been observed in the data 
for this thesis, although they are not so serious.
Firstly, only published data are available for the 
thesis. There is not as much information in secondary data 
as in first-hand data. Second, the data on labour force 
only can be got from population censuses and statistics or 
some other estimated data. So far no special surveys on 
labour force have been done in China. Because of the 
limitations both of census questionnaires and the 
statistical system, some detailed information is
11
unavailable and both the depth and scope of this study are 
consequently limited. For example, due to the lack of age- 
sex specific participation rates by residence (urban and 
rural), the labour force projections can only be based on 
the whole country but not on urban and rural areas 
separately, although great difference between urban and 
rural participation exist. The age-sex participation rates 
for people aged over 65 have to be calculated by indirect 
methods because of the absence of these data. Missing data 
about job seekers may slightly understate the total number 
of the labour force in rural areas. •
Age-misreporting is a common problem in population 
censuses and surveys. The causes of age-misreporting in the 
1982 Population Census of China are as follows: low 
educational level and the use of two kinds of calendar might 
induce unintentional age-misreporting. The stipulations of 
minimum marriage age and maximum age to enter advanced 
education cause deliberate age misreporting. Young people 
may over-report their age for getting married earlier and 
under-report their age for going to university. However, 
although the data suffer from these limitations of age- 
misreporting, they are still good enough for this thesis. 
According to calculations, Whipples index is 103.47, Myer's 
index is 3.00 and the UN index is 26.78. Ail of them show 
that the data are very reliable (Li, 1935:171).
China is a socialist country characterized by 
centralized economy. Individual business activity was not 
allowed before 1978. Although economic system reform has 
made individual business activity to a certain extent legal,
12
some individual businessmen are still reluctant to report 
their real occupations but state they were unemployed 
instead when they ware interviewed. Another reason for 
their doing this is to evade paying taxes. In addition, 
problems may arise from misreporting between housewives and 
self-employed labour.
The 1982 Population Census was conducted in the peak 
agricultural season. In addition, there was more than 80 
per cent of the labour force engaged in agriculture. While 
the peak season might result in the overstatement of 
employment, the timing may have been advantageous for 
estimating labour force supply. The problem can be shown by 
the comparison between census data and statistical data for 
employment in 1982 in the following table.
It can be seen that virtually all the over-statement of 
employment activity in the census occurred in rural areas, 
consistent with the supposition that it was due to harvest 
activity.
Table 1.1
Comparison Between Census And Statistics Data 
On The Labour Force, China, 1982
employment (10,000) census statistics difference %
(June) (end 1982)
total 52,150.5 44,706 +16.65
urban 11,432.1 11,428 sfoo+
rural 40,718.4 33,278 +22.36
Source: PRC.CASS,1985:174.
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CHAPTER 2
CURRENT SITUATION OF THE LABOUR FORCE
The labour force provided by a population census can 
be viewed as an inventory of a nation's supply of labour 
engaged in or available for income-producing activities. 
Based on it, not only can the knowledge of dimension and 
age-sex-structure of the labour force be obtained, but the 
types of economic activity also. These are the issues of 
this chapter.
2.1 DIMENSION, COMPOSITION AND GROWTH
The size of the total labour force is one of the most 
important indicators of demography and economy. It is 
determined by the size of population, population age 
structure and the labour force participation rates. It is 
well known that China has a huge population with young age 
structure. Besides, labour force participation rates are 
very high in China (as will be shown later) due to the 
predominant agricultural and centrally-planned economy. 
According to the 1982 Population Census, the size of the 
labour force was about 524.9 million while total population 
size was more than 1000 million. China had plentiful 
labour in terms of quantity.
However, the labour force comprises basically two 
parts, one the employed and the other unemployed. Exactly 
speaking, the labour force may be seen as only potential 
producers. They are not real producers unless they are 
combined with means of production, in other words, unless
14
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they are employed. An extraordinary feature of China'3  
labour force is that nearly all are in employment while only 
3.4 million, that is 0.7 per cent, are unemployed. The 
unemployment rate is probably one of the lowest in the 
world; it is only 3 per cent of the largest one (22.8 per 
cent) in Puerto Rico in 1982 , and one-eleventh of that of 
Australia in 1985 (7.4 per cent) (ILO, 1983:23,25,411,417). 
Absolutely speaking, the total number unemployed in China 
is only 3.4 million in 1982, that is only 20 per cent of 
that in India in 1981 (16.9 million). Besides the still 
rather backward subsistence economy, the economic system and 
the ideology on which the employment policy is based are the 
main reasons for the above-mentioned phenomenon. China's 
Communist Party following Marxism believes that there should 
be no unemployment in socialist society; unemployment is 
only related to capitalist society. Therefore a policy of 
full employment with low productivity and low salary was 
practised in China, at least until the early 1980s.
Unfortunately, this employment policy has resulted 
in many serious problems. One of the most prominent ones is 
the existence of extraordinary underemployment or, which 
people only have part-time, seasonal or casual jobs but not 
full-time jobs. According to conservative estimation, there 
were more than 10 million underemployed workers in state- 
owned enterprises, accounting for 15-20 per cent of total 
workers in those enterprises, and about 100 million 
underemployed in rural areas in 1982, accounting for more 
than one-third of the total labour force in rural areas. It
16
is an urgent task for China to find a solution for this 
underemployment, particularly in rural areas.
Another point to be mentioned here is change in the 
size of China's labour force between 1949 and 1985. Since 
there are no census data available except in 1982, published 
labour force statistics will be used here (Table 2.2). The 
definition of labour force in these statistics is the 
equivalent of labour aged 15-54 for female and 15-59 for 
males. It is different from the definition used in this 
thesis. Also, only the employment data but no unemployment 
figures are available for the period from 1958 to 1977. 
Despite those limitations the data are valid for observing 
the trends in labour force over time.
From Table 2.2., it is observed that there has been 
a continuous increase in labour force, both its size and its 
crude participation rate, from 1949 to 1985. The exception 
is 1958, a special year when the ’great leap forward' 
happened in China. Total labour force grew from 186 million 
in 1949 to 501 million in 1985, that is by about 315 
million. The average annual growth rate has been about 2.8 
per cent or about 8.8 million. The crude labour force 
participation rate increased from 34.3 per cent in 1949 to 
47.9 per cent in 1985. The growth of total population, and 
of the proportion of working age population in the total 
population, made the main contribution to the growth of the 
labour force. The growth of the crude participation rates 
may be mainly due to the positive employment policy, but 
possibly to the improving health status of the population as 
well as indirectly suggested by increasing life expectancy.
Table 2.2
Labour Force (llllion) in China (end of year figures)
Year
Total
Labour
Gross
participation
Eiployuent Une*ploy*ent
Force Rate X Nuiber Rate X Nuiber Rate X
1949 185.6 34.3 180.8 97.4 4.7 2.6
1952 211.1 36.8 207.3 98.2 3.8 1.8
1953 217.0 36.9 213.6 98.5 3.3 1.5
1954 221.5 36.7 218.3 98.6 3.2 1.4
1955 226.4 36.8 223.3 98.6 3.2 1.4
1956 232.3 36.9 230.2 99.1 2.1 0.9
1957 239.7 37.1 237.7 99.2 2.0 0.8
1958 na 40.3* 266.0 na na na
1959 na 38.9* 261.7 na na na
1960 na 39.1* 258.8 na na na
1961 na 38.9* 255.9 na na na
1962 na 38.5* 259.1 na na na
1963 na 38.5* 266.4 na na na
1964 na 39.3* 277.4 na na na
1965 na 39.5* 286.7 na na na
1966 na 40.0* 298.1 na na na
1967 na 40.3* 308.1 na na na
1968 na 40.6* 319.2 na na na
1969 na 41.2* 332.3 na na na
1970 na 41.5* 344.3 na na na
1971 na 41.8* 356.2 na na na
1972 na 41.1* 358.5 na na na
1973 na 41.1* 366.5 na na na
1974 na 41.1* 373.7 na na na
1975 na 41.3* 381.7 na na na
1976 na 41.4* 388.3 na na na
1977 na 41.5* 393.8 na na na
1978 403.9 42.0 398.6 98.7 5.3 1.3
1979 411.5 42.2 405.8 98.6 5.7 1.4
1980 424.4 42.9 419.0 98.7 5.4 1.3
1981 437.2 43.6 432.8 99.0 4.4 1.0
1982 450.9 44.4 447.1 99.2 3.8 0.8
1983 462.8 45.2 460.0 99.4 2.7 0.6
1984 478.3 46.2 476.0 99.5 2.4 0.5
1985 501.1 47.9 498.7 99.5 2.4 0.5
Source:SSD.NBS,1986:5,109
Note: "*M eiployed people replace the total people in the labour force here 
due to the absence of the data on the labour force
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FIGURE 2.1 LABOUR FORCE
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FIGURE 2 .2  GROSS PARTICIPATION RATE
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For reviewing the changing course in labour force, the 1949- 
1935 period can be divided into four segments: 1949 to 1957, 
1958 to 1961, 1962 to 1977 and 1978 to 1985.
19
The highest growth rate of the labour force is found 
in the first period, 1949-1957. During this period, the 
average annual growth rate of labour was 3.3 per cent and 
the crude participation rate increased by 0.5 percentage 
points each year. Both figures were mainly affected by 
economic and political factors. In 1949, the Communist 
Party took power in China and a socialist society 
characterized by a centralized economy established gradually 
during this period. The full employment policy began to be 
implemented. At the same time, the government encouraged 
people to participate in economic activities in order to 
reconstruct the country which had been destroyed by war 
before 1949. So the demand for labour pushed more and more 
people to enter the labour force, especialy women. 
Additionally, many soldiers withdrew from the army and 
joined the labour force. This was an important reason for 
the fast growth of the labour force and of the crude 
participation rate in this period.
Another important characteristic is the high 
unemployment rate and its fast decline in the first period. 
In 1949, about 2.6 per cent of the labour force were 
unemployed. Only 8 years latter, the unemployment decreased 
to 0.8 per cent in 1957. Absolutely speaking, the number of 
unemployed has decreased from 4.7 million in 1949 to 2 
million in 1957. This was also a result of the new economic
system.
20
The second period is an unusual one. Not only did 
total workers (employed) decline from 1958 to 1961 but the 
crude participation rate did also. This is because of the 
'great leap forward’ movement in 1958, in which the 
Communist Party called for all people to join in production, 
and, for a variety of reasons, the national economy suffered 
an extreme disaster. Although from 1959 China's government 
began to readjust its policy, the national economy continued 
worsening and this resulted in the most difficult period in 
China's recent history due firstly to the 'great leap 
forward' but also to natural disasters in this period 
(Kane,1988). However, despite these set-backs the labour 
force and crude participation rates were still higher than 
during the first period.
As in the second period, only the data on employment 
but not on unemployment are available for the third period. 
The employment in this period increased continuously from 
1962 to 1977. So did the crude participation rate. The 
average annual growth rate of labour force (employment) was 
around 2.8 per cent and the crude participation rate 
increased by 0.07 percentage points per year in this period. 
It is the period of lowest growth among the three growth 
periods, partly due to the cultural revolution. But in this 
period, the absolute growth (by 9 million per year, on 
average) is higher than that in the first period due partly 
to the fact that the total labour force had grown much 
larger than in the earlier periods.
21
From 1978, an economic reform characterized by 
decentralization has been carried out in China. However 
this reform could not change the centralized economy into a 
free market economy completely. The centralized economy 
always occupies a predominant position in a socialist 
economy, even though some small individual businesses have 
been established due to the relaxation of control of 
individual economic activities. Some enterprising people 
who have special skills entered into or re-entered the 
labour force. The responsibility system in rural areas 
makes the family a unit of production. The members of a 
family who had been dependents before may now join the 
self-employed labour force. As Table 2.2 shown, the total 
labour force grew by 13.9 million annually from 1978 to 
1985, on average,- the average growth rate of labour force 
has been about 3.1 per cent per year in the fourth period, 
that is higher than that in the third period. In addition, 
the crude participation rate increased by 5.7 per cent in 
this period. The growth of population also contributed to 
the growth of labour force. Additionally, about one 
million soldiers were released in this period according to 
statements of the Chinese government and some of them 
entered into the labour force,- this is another reason for 
the fast growth of labour force in this period. (As defined 
in China, servicemen are not a part of the labour force).
In contrast to the fast growth of labour force in the 
last period, unemployment and its rate declined. The number 
of unemployed was more than 5 million, and the unemployment 
rate was about 1.3 percent in 1978. Some people think that
this unemployment was a left-over from previous periods (or 
from the cultural revolution) and resulted from the return
22
of educated young people who were sent to rural and mountain 
areas before. From 1981 unemployment decreased quickly to 
2.4 million and the rate was reduced to only 0.5 per cent in 
1984 and 1985. It can be said that nearly all the labour 
force was employed in 1984 and 1985.
In short, although unemployment fluctuated between 
1949 and 1984, it has been always low compared with other 
countries in the world. Even if the definitions in China 
were different, this conclusion is not affected markedly.
2.2 SEX-AGE-STRUCTURE
The purpose of analysing census data on the labour 
force is not merely to measure its size, composition 
(employment and unemployment) and growth, but also to gain 
knowledge of its structure and distribution. This section 
sets out the sex and age structure of the labour force in 
China based on the 1982 Population Census Data.
A. Sex-structure and differentials
Due to differences of a physiologically intrinsic
nature and social status between males and females, the
male and female labour force play different roles in
economic as well as social activities. In terms of the
labour force, this can be reflected by the pattern and
differentials of male and female labour force participation 
and their distribution in age, industry, occupation and so
on.
23
Generally speaking, the male labour force is larger 
than the female labour force in China as in almost all other 
countries. There were about 295 million male labour force 
and 230 million female labour force in China in 1982. They 
accounted for 56 and 44 percent of the total labour force 
respectively. However, the proportion of female labour 
force in the total labour force in China is ranged at the 
highest position in the world ( ILO, 1983, 1986).
It is more interesting to thoroughly analyse sex 
differentials taking the age, industry, occupation and 
province into account. This work has been done by Naohiro 
Ogawa and Yasuhiko stito (1987). So this thesis only 
briefly repeats some findings in this section and some 
other sections.
Based on the sex-specific percentage distribution of 
labour force as viewed from selected factors such as 
industry, occupation, province and age, Naohiro Ogawa and 
Yasuhiko Stito measured the degree of sex differentials by 
each of these factors using the index of dissimilarity, 
which is a summary measure of the total amount of difference 
between two percentage based distributions, as a main 
analytical tool. According to their results, they found
A
substantial equality in labour force participation between 
males and females in China in 1982, particularly when China 
was compared with other countries in Asia. They suggest 
that two main factors are responsible.
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One is the centrally-planned economy, another is the 
predominant size of the agricultural industry measured in 
terms of the number of workers. After removing the size 
effect of workers in the agricultural industry from their 
composition, however, considerably large sex differentials 
were observed. For instance, the index of dissimilarity 
increases from 8.01 including agriculture to 20.02 excluding 
agriculture.
B. Age-structure
The age structure of the labour force is determined by 
the population age structure and age-specific participation 
rates and is an important index of the quality of labour 
force in certain social-economic conditions. A big share of 
young people in the labour force means that people begin 
work early instead of gaining more education or skill 
training. Therefore they may be low qualified labour and 
the labour force aged under 19 year old may be not strong 
enough to be engaged in production. The adult or prime 
working age labour force (aged 25 to 54 years) are 
favourable for production physically but may be less 
educated relatively, as is the case in China. The old 
labour force may have good experience and skill but may be 
not good for production from physical as well as educational 
points of view. Anyway, since the labour force in different
age groups have different advantages as well as
disadvantages, it is necessary to discuss the age structure
of labour force in more detail Table 2.4 presents the
percentage figures for each sex in age groups. The
26
Table 2.4
Age-Structure of the Labour Force, China, 1982
Labour Force Unemployment
Age
The number
Total 
of the
Male Female Total
Labour Force (million)
Male Female
Total 524.9 295.3 229.7 3.4 1.6 1.8
15-19 95.5 46.3 49.2 2.6 1.2 1.4
20-24 69.9 36.7 33.3 0.5 0.2 0.3
25-44 250.9 138.4 112.6 0.3 0.1 0.1
45-54 59.3 - 25.6 - - -
45-59 78.2 58.6 - - - -
55 + 38.8 - 9.0 - - -
60 +
Percentage
18.9 15.3
Distribution
— —
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
15-19 18.2 15.7 21.4 76.5 75.0 77.8
20-24 13.3 12.4 14.5 14.7 12.5 16.7
25-44 47.8 46.9 49.0 8.8 6.3 5.6
45-54 11.3 - 11.1 - - -
45-59 14.9 19.8 - - - -
55 + 7.4 - 3.9 - - -
60 + 3.6 5.2 - - - -
Source:PRC.CASS, 1985:674
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FIGURE 2.3  AGE AND SEX STRUCTURE
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following characteristics can be inferred from these 
figures.
First, both the male and female labour force had 
young age structures in 1982. About one-third of the male 
labour force and more than one-third of female labour were 
in age groups 15-19 and 20-24. There were about 95 percent 
of male labour force aged under 60 years and 96 per cent of 
female labour force aged under 55 years.
Second, the age structure of the labour force is 
younger for females than that for males. In those age 
groups between 15-19 and 25-44, particularly in age group 
15-19, the percentage points are higher for females than for 
males. By contrast, the percentage points in age groups 
over 45 years old are lower for females than for males. 
This suggests that females entered and separated from the 
labour force earlier than males in China.
2.3. Types of economic activities
The patterns of industrial and occupational 
distribution of labour force are important indicators for 
assessing not only the quality and the development of labour 
force but also the structure of the economy and the level of 
economic development in a country. Studies of the 
industrial, occupational and industrial-occupational 
distribution of the labour force deserve an important place 
in the analysis of population census data (UN, 1968:64), and 
they may be beneficial to form the basis for economic policy 
and development plans. Particularly is this the case as 
these policies and plans relate to the problems of improving
29
the qualities of manpower, raising productivity and 
minimizing unemployment and underemployment.
There are usually three primary classifications of 
workers used for studies of the types of economic activity. 
They are industry (the activity of the establishment or 
enterprise in which the individual works), occupation (the 
kind of work done by the individual) and status (as 
employer, employee and so on) (UN, 1968:64). In the present 
case, however, status is not clear in China due to the fact 
that China is a socialist country. Therefore, status will 
be omitted in the discussion here. In addition, due to the 
classification of industry and occupation varying from one 
country to another, international comparison is difficult. 
In the 1982 Population Census, 15 industries and 8 
occupations were employed. As Table 2.5 shows, the 
classification of occupation used in this census is similar 
to the International Standard Classification of occupations 
(ISCO) (ILO,1986:971), while some obvious differences can be 
observed between the classification of industry used in the 
1982 Population Census in China and the International 
Standard Industrial Classification of All Economic 
Activities (ISIC) (ILO, 1986:965). In order to increase 
compatibility with the ISIC, the 15 industries used in the 
1982 Population Census in China are merged into 10 major 
divisions in Table 2.5. Following the analysis of Li 
(1985:165), the mining and lumbering and geological 
exploration are combined into one mining and quarrying. The 
division of real estate, business services and public
utilities is combined with finance and insurance into one
Table 2.5
Classifications of Industry and Occupation 
1982 Population Census, China
Industry
Agriculture, hunting, forestry and fishing
Mining and limbering
Electricity, gas, and water supply
Manufacturing
Geological exploration
Construction
Transport and coounication
Wholesale/retail trade, restaurants, 
hotels and storage
Real estate, business services 
and public utilities
Public health services
Educational and cultural services
Natural and social science 
and general technical services
Finance and insurance
National organization, coiaunist 
party and political groups
Activities not adequately defined
Occupation
Professional and technical workers 
Adiinistrative and Managerial workers 
Clerical workers 
Service workers
Agricultural and aniial husbandry
and forestry workers, fisheries and hunters
Production-related workers, transport 
equipient operators and labourers
Workers not classifiable by occupation
Source: Translated froi 1982 Population Census
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division of financing, insurance, real estate and business 
services.
Public health services, educational and cultural 
services, natural and social science, and general technical 
services and national organization, communist party and 
political groups are merged into one division--community, 
social and personal services. Other divisions have not been 
changed. The classification of occupation is unchanged.
A. Industrial distribution
The industrial distribution of the labour force is an 
indicator of not only the level of economic development but 
also the quality of the labour force in a nation. Meanwhile, 
the studies of the current situation of the industrial 
distribution of the labour force, along with empirical 
knowledge of change of the industrial distribution of the 
labour force in the developed countries together, some 
inferences for the trends of this distribution in the future 
may be drawn.
Derived from 1982 Population Census data, the 
percentage industrial distribution of the labour force is 
illustrated in Table 2.6. By drawing upon the figures in 
table 2.6, the following observation can be made.
China had an agriculture-oriented economy with about 
73.7 per cent of the labour force engaged in agriculture. 
As one of the most widely used indicators of socio-economic 
development is the proportionate share of non-agricultural 
industries in the labour force, it is necessary for China's 
government to promote the transfer of
3?
Table 2.6
Percentage Distribution of Labour Force By Industry, China, 1982
Percentage Percentage-
Industry
Labour force 
Total Male
(million)
Female Total
distribution 
Male Female
point dif- Relative 
ferences composition 
(F-M) differentials
Total 521.5 293.7 227.8 100.0 100.0 100.0 -
Agriculture, Hunting 
Forestry and Fishing 384.2 206.5 177.7 73.7 70.3 78.0 7.6 10.9
Mining, quarrying and 
Lumbering 9.2 7.4 1.8 1.8 2.5 0.8 -1.7 -68.6
Manufacturing 61.7 34.5 27.2 11.8 11.7 11.9 0.2 1.7
Electricity, Gas and Hater 1.5 1.1 0.4 0.3 0.4 0.2 -0.2 -54.9
Construction 11.0 8.9 2.1 2.1 3.0 0.9 -2.1 -70.0
Wholesale and Retail Trade 
Restaurants, Hotel 
and Storage 15.5 8.8 6.7 3.0 3.0 2.9 -0.1 -1.8
Transport and Communication 9.0 6.9 2.1 1.7 2.4 0.9 -1.5 -61.8
Financing, Insurance, Real 
Estate and Business Service 3.5 2.0 1.4 0.7 0.7 0.6 -0.1 -10.2
Community, Social and 
Personal Services 25.7 17.3 8.4 4.9 5.9 3.7 -2.2 -37.0
Activities not adequately 
defined 0.3 0.2 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.0 -0.0 -25.3
Source rderived fro« 1982 Population Census data PRC.CASS,1985)
Note: "F-M" «eans female sinus aale
"relative composition differentials"="Percentage point differences"/"percentage distribution 
points for sales"
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the labour force from agriculture to non-agricultural 
employments. This would accelerate the growth of output per 
capita and may be an aid in coping with underemployment in 
agriculture (UN, 1968:65-67).
If the non-agricultural industries are subdivided 
into a manufacturing, mining and construction sector ("M” 
sector) and a services sector ("S" sector) including all 
other non-agricultural industries, a three-sector 
classification is formed (UN, 1968:67).
Studies have found that a relative contraction in the 
share of agriculture and expansion in the share of the M 
sector are common phenomena in the course of economic 
development (UN, 1968:67). The computed results based on 
Table 2.6 reveal that about 15.7 per cent and 10.6 per cent 
of the labour force were in M sector and S sector, 
respectively. Both of them are far smaller than the 
percentage share of the labour force in the agricultural 
sector. With the development of the economy, the transfer 
of the labour force from agriculture to M sector is expected 
and also necessary in China.
For the S sector, there is no certain direction of 
change. But for subdivisions of the S sector, a definite 
trend towards expansion, going with economic development, in 
the shares of wholesale and retail trade, restaurant, hotel 
and storage, and transport and communication is revealed by 
the UN's (1968:67-68) studies while the trend of other 
service industries showed little consistency. However, 
Table 2.6 shows that the proportion are share of the labour 
force in sales-related and transport and communication
34
services industries are only 3.0 and 1.7 per cent 
respectively in China. China's government should probably 
pay more attention to the development of these two service 
industries.
Third, the percentage share for females is higher than 
that for males in agriculture while a converse conclusion is 
found in all other divisions. This is probably evidence for 
the hypothesis that women were often assigned to 
underdeveloped labour-intensive sectors of the economy 
(Ogawa, 1987:2). In addition, mainly due to the 
physiological reasons, the percentage shares in mining, 
construction and transport divisions are much higher for 
males than for females.
B. Occupational Distribution
Like the distribution of industries, the occupational 
distribution may also be used as a indicator of the economic 
development of a country. So far as assessing development 
needs in the educational system, vocational training and
rehabilitation programmes is concerned, the study of
occupational distribution is helpful to the planners.
Additionally this study also provides a foundation for
calibrating labour force supply and demand in the different
occupational categories (UN, 1968:68-70).
Table 2.7 presents the corresponding figures 
classified by occupation absolutely and relatively. These 
figures can serve as an inventory of the skills of the 
workers in China and a picture of anticipated future change 
in this inventory.
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Table 2.7
Percentage Distribution of Labour Force By Occupation, China, 1982
Percentage Percentage-
Labour force (iillion) distribution point dif- Relative
Industry Total Male Fetale Total Male Fetale
leraiuss uuapusiuun
(F-M) differentials
Total 521.5 293.7 227.8 100.0 100.0 100.0 - -
Professional, technical 
and related workers 26.5 16.3 10.1 5.1 5.6 4.4 -1.1 -20.1
Adtinistrative and 
tanagerial workers 8.1 7.3 0.8 1.6 2.5 0.4 -2.1 -85.1
Clerical and related 
workers 6.8 5.1 1.7 1.3 1.7 0.7 -1.0 -58.2
Sales workers 9.4 5.1 4.3 1.8 1.7 1.9 0.2 9.2
Service workers 11.5 6.0 5.5 2.2 2.0 2.4 0.4 18.6
Agricultural,anital 
husbandry and forestry 
workers, fishten and 
hunters 375.4 199.7 175.7 72.0 68.0 77.1 9.1 13.4
Production and related 
workers, transport equiptent 
operators and labourers 83.4 53.8 29.5 16.0 18.3 13.0 -5.4 -29.3
Workers not classifiable 
by occupation 0.5 0.3 0.2 0.1 0.1 0.1 -0.0 -7.8
Source .-derived froi 1982 Population Census data PRC. CASS, 1985 .-655-657)
Note.- "F-M" aeans fetale linus sale
"Relative exposition differentials”="Percentage point differences'TPercentage distribution 
points for tales"
36
First, as the main producers, agricultural workers 
make up about 72.0 per cent of the total labour force. This 
implies a backward economy and the low level of the quality 
or the labour force because agricultural workers usually 
have less education and use backward modes of production in 
China.
Second, the professional and technical workers 
usually are the people who have got more training or have 
special talents and therefore, they usually perform more 
productive functions. However, they make up quite a small 
part of the labour force of China (about 5 per cent). The 
administrative and managerial workers who are usually 
recognized as decision makers play an important role in both 
economy and society. Unfortunately, many of them are not 
well qualified in China, partly due to the socialist system 
of China. The share of the labour force in this occupation 
group is smaller than for the occupation of professional 
and technical workers. The workers in the above two 
occupations with clerical workers together comprise the so 
called ’’white collar” workers (UN, 1968:70-71). There were 
about 9.7 per cent of the labour force who were white 
collar workers in China in 1982. According to previous 
studies (UN, 1968:70), the expansion of white collar 
workers, particularly within the major groups which reflects
the increasing complexity of technology and economic
organization, is possible and essential as economic
development progresses.
Third, the second largest share of the labour force 
is in the occupation of production-related workers,
37
transport equipment operators and labourers. People 
belonging to this occupation are production or manual 
workers, similar to the blue collar workers of capitalist 
society (UN, 1968:70). The labour force of China has been 
shifting and will continue to shift from agricultural 
occupations to this occupation group as well as to other 
non-agricultural occupations.
Last, the percentage shares of female labour force 
are higher than for males in occupations of sales workers, 
service workers and particularly, agricultural workers, 
while for all other occupations male workers exceed female 
workers relatively as well as absolutely. Fewer women are 
decision makers and professional and technical workers 
partly due to less education and lower social status.
C. Cross-classification of industry and occupation.
The industrial distribution and occupational 
distribution have been discussed separately. However, 
workers in the same industry may have different occupations. 
The occupational distributions may be significantly 
different from one industry to another. The cross­
distribution of industry and occupation will be observed in 
this section so as to see how the uses of manpower in each 
industry are organized and to gain knowledge of the factors 
and processes of change in the structure of labour supply 
and demand (UN, 1968:64). Also, this study may provide 
approximate indicators of the modes of production for each 
industry.
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A cross-tabulation of workers distributions by 
industry and occupation is shown in table 2.8. By and 
large, the occupational structures are backward for all 
industries. Even for community, social and personal 
services, about only 59 per of workers are professional and 
technical workers. The most backward industry is 
agriculture, followed by construction and manufacturing.
Among nine industries there are six industries in 
which most of workers are manual workers or related to 
traditional modes of production.
Compared with the average level of occupational 
distribution for total labour force, the percentage shares 
are much lower for three occupations: professional and 
technical workers, clerical workers and service workers in 
agriculture while the percentage shares for the above three 
occupations are higher in all non-agricultural industries. 
An opposite conclusion is drawn from agricultural 
occupations.
With regard to administrative and managerial workers, 
the percentage shares in agriculture and construction are 
lower than their counterparts for total workers; by 
contrast, the percentagefor the remaining industries are 
higher than the average figures. So far as sales workers 
are concerned, besides the percentage share in manufacturing 
which is a little bit higher than the average level, the 
percentage share for wholesale and retail trade, 
restaurants, hotel and storage is much higher than the 
average level, while for the remainder of industries, the 
percentage shares are lower than that for the total workers.
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Finally, the percentages of production-related workers for 
all industries except for agriculture and community, social 
and personal services are higher than that in the total.
These results suggest that special attention should 
be paid to agriculture when a policy aiming to improve the 
occupational distribution through training and education is 
developed.
2.4 EDUCATIONAL LEVEL OF THE LABOUR FORCE
Besides quantity, quality is another important aspect 
of labour force and a more complicated concept. It can be 
reflected from many aspects, such as the industrial and 
occupational distribution mentioned before. However, it is 
the educational level that is the most important indicator 
of the level of the quality of the labour force, 
particularly when it is combined with occupation.
As can be seen in Table 2.9, derived from 1982 
Population Census, 28.2 per cent of workers (147 million) 
were illiterate while there were only less than one per cent 
of workers with university education among 521.5 million 
workers. The workers with middle school or higher education 
were only about one-third of the total workers in 1982. In 
other words, there were about two-thirds of workers with 
primary or lower education. In addition, the real level of 
the labour force was worse, because a shortened length of 
educational system (5 years for primary school, 2 years for 
middle school and 2 years high school), was practised in
4-1
Table 2.9
Labour Force Distribution by Occupation and Educational Level
Total High Middle Priiary Sen- and
Occupation Million University school school school illite ra te
Total 521.5 100.0 0.9 10.5 26.0 34.4 28.2
Professional, Technical 
and Related orkers 26.5 100.0 13.1 44.5 32.5 10.0 -
Adiinistrative and 
■anagerial workers 8.1 100.0 6.4 21.9 42.8 27.0 2.0
Clerial and related 
workers 6.8 100.0 4.2 32.7 43.8 18.2 1.2
Sales workers 9.4 100.0 0.3 23.3 42.2 27.8 6.4
Service workers 11.5 100.0 0.1 14.0 31.2 37.0 17.8
Agricultural, aniial 
husbandry and forestry 
workers, fishien and 
hunters 375.4 100.0 0.0 5.2 21.1 37.2 36.5
Production and related 
workers, transport equipient 
operators and labourers 83.4 100.0 0.2 18.9 40.3 32.2 8.4
Workers not classifiable 
by occupation 0.5 100.0 7.2 35.3 38.2 14.7 4.5
Source .-Derived froi PRC. CASS ,1985:657-660
Note:se*i-illiterate and illite ra te  refer to less than priiary school education 
Priiary school refers to 6 years education 
Middle school refers 9 years education
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China in the period of the Cultural Revolution). These 
results reveal, in general, the low level of the education 
of the labour force in China in 1982.
Taking occupation into account, it is found that the 
educational level of the ’white collar workers’ was higher 
than the average level where the other workers had lower 
educational level. However, even among the white collar 
workers, there were still a lot of them with primary 
education, even illiterate. It is agricultural workers who 
had the lowest educational level. There were few 
agricultural workers with university education while there 
more than 36 per cent of them were illiterate. The second 
lowest educational level is found in service workers, then 
the 'blue collar workers', and then the sales workers.
In sum, the educational level of the labour force in 
China was quite low in 1982, even for white collar workers. 
As a result, the quality of the labour force must be low. 
Therefore, it will be a very important task in future for 
China to accelerate the development of the education so as 
to improve the quantity of the labour force (EPO.EC.PRC:
1985; Zhou:1985).
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CHAPTER 3
PARTICIPATION RATES
3.1 INTRODUCTION
Given the population and its age-sex structure the 
size of the labour force is determined by the labour 
force participation rate (or economically active rate) 
(UN, 1962:3). There are several measures for labour 
force participation rates (UN, 1962). Generally 
speaking, these measures can be summarized as follows:
First, comparing with the total population, a 
"crude activity rate" is used. The crude activity rate 
is defined as the percentage of the people in the labour 
force, or the economically active population, to the 
total population of all ages (UN, 1962:3). This 
percentage not only gives an idea of the proportion of 
the population who provide the labour force on which the 
economic life of the community depends but also gives an 
idea of the proportion of the dependent population whose 
lives totally depend on the labour provided by the labour 
force. The 1982 Population Census in China revealed that 
on the one hand about 52 percent of the total population 
were in the labour force, or the crude labour force 
participation rate was 52 per cent (see Table 2.1). On 
the other hand, there were about 48 per cent of the 
population who were dependants, and the dependency ratio 
was about 93 per hundred workers. That means that each 
economically active person supports nearly two persons 
including himself or herself.
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However, labour force participation is obviously 
limited by age factors. From the statistical aspect, 
there are minimal age-limits of entering the labour force 
and maximal age-limits of withdrawal from the labour 
force, although both the minimal and maximal age limits 
vary from one country to another. The people aged 
between the minimal and maximal age-limits are called the 
"working-age population"
In order to get rid of the effect of non-working-age 
population the second measure of labour force 
participation rate is used. That is, the percentage of 
labour force to working-age population. In China, the 
working-age population usually refers to females aged 15 
to 54 years and males aged 15 to 59 years. Therefore, 
the labour force participation rates, based on the second 
measure are 85.8 per cent for females and 96.5 per cent 
for males in 1982 (Feng:1985).
To facilitate international comparison, the 
universal concept of working-age-population who are aged 
15 to 64 years for each sex is also accepted here. 
Correspondingly, the labour force participation rates 
based on the second measure come to 77.1 and 92.3 per 
cent for females and males respectively.
Nevertheless, even the second measure is still 
influenced by age structure of population, since the 
extent of participation in the labour force varies from 
age group to age group. In order to get around this 
problem, the participation rates related to various age 
group for both sexes should be used. They are called
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age-specific participation rates or age-specific economic 
activity rates and are defined as the percentage of 
labour force in given age groups to the total population 
in corresponding age groups. An analysis of age-specific 
participation rates is the subject of the next section.
3.2 AGE-SPECIFIC PARTICIPATION RATES
The data on labour force age-specific 
participation rate derived from the 1982 Population 
Census in China are illustrated in table 3.1 and figure 
3.1 for both sexes. The following characteristics for 
males and females can be observed.
For males, the participation rate increases from 
age group 15 to 19 years up to its maximum in age group 
30-34 and keeps this level in age group 35-39. After 
then, the participation rate decline gradually. Almost 
all of the men in age group 25-29 to age group 40-44 
participated in the labour force in 1982. The activity 
rates of men in age group 20-24 and 45-49 are a little 
bit lower than those in age group 25-29 to 40-44, but 
they are still very high. Less than 3 per cent of men in 
those two age groups were inactive. There are 
considerable differences in participation rates between 
age group 15-19 and 20-24 and between the successive age 
groups from age group 55-59 to 65 and over for males. 
These may result from educational factors for the 
youngest age groups and the retirement and morbidity and 
mortality factors for the older age groups. But only
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small difference can be seen among the successive age 
groups between age group 20-24 and 55-59.
For females, the participation rate increases from 
age group 15-19 up to its maximum in age group 20-24, 
then begins to decrease. While this decrease is very 
slow up to age group 40-44, after then, the decrease 
become faster. Those characteristics may suggest that 
marriage and fertility of themselves have little impact 
on female economic activity. In China it is the fertility 
of the next generation that affects women's participation 
considerably, since it has been usually the grandmother’s 
duty to take care of young children. Except for age 
group 20-24, all female participation rates are lower 
than 90 per cent. This is partly due to the definition 
of labour force which excludes the houseworkers.
A comparison between males and females is useful. 
First, the labour force participation rates for males are 
higher than those for females in all age groups except 
for age group 15-19. This is mainly because, although 
China's government advocates an equal position in the 
society between men and women at all time, the social 
status of women is still lower than that of men 
(ELP,1986:1). As a result, the housework is usually done 
by women but not men, by wives but not husbands, and 
houseworkers are not recognized as a part of labour force 
by the definition of labour force used in the 1982 
Population Census. Additionally, fertility and marriage 
may also contribute slightly to the difference between
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Table 3.1
Labour Force Participation rates 
in China and Japan, 1982 (%)
China Japan
Age Male Female Male Female
0-14
15-19 72.5 80.1 18.1 17.2
20-24 96.8 91.1 70.2 71.1
25-29 98.7 89.0 96.4 51.0
30-34 98.9 88.9 97.5 49.5
35-39 98.9 88.5 98.0 59.7
40-44 98.7 83.4 97.7 65.7
45-49 97.5 70.6 97.1 65.9
50-54 91.4 50.9 95.7 59.4
55-59 83.0 32.9 91.1 50.3
60-64 63.7 16.9 76.0 38.6
65+ 25.9 4.0 40.0 16.0
Total 60.0 37.4
Source:Derived from ILO,1983:25
and the 1982 Population Census data of China
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activity rates of males and females, especially for older 
women who become gradmothers.
Second, the higher participation rate for females 
than males in age group 15-19 implies that the girls 
enter into the labour force earlier than boys. The 
direct reason for that is that girls have less education 
than boys or girls leave school earlier than boys due to 
the influence of traditional culture, particularly in 
rural areas of China.
Third, women withdraw from the labour force 
earlier than men. From age group 20-24 to 60-64, the 
difference between activity rates of males and females 
increase generally. Between age group 20-24 to 40-44, 
this increase is slow but it become faster from age group 
45-49. Although the absolute difference of active rates 
between the two sexes in age group 65 and over is smaller 
than those in age groups 45-49 to 60-64, the relative 
difference is the most significant in this age group. 
Besides physical reasons, the difference of retirement 
age between males and female (55 for females and 60 for 
males) is an important reason for this aspect of the 
comparison.
Finally, although there is a marked difference in 
the level of participation rates between males and 
females, the patterns of participation both of males and 
females are similar. As shown by figure 3.1, both of 
them show the inverted "J"-shape.
However, this is a unusual phenomenon because the 
pattern of labour force participation rates for males is
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usually different from that for females, according to 
previous studies (UN, 1962:1968). Comparing the 
participation rates of China with those of developed 
countries, some more interesting characteristics can be 
observed. For example, comparing with Japan, the 
following points can be made (see Table 3.1 and figures 
3.2 and 3.3):
(1) Both males and females enter into and withdraw 
from the labour force earlier in China than in Japan. 
For males, entry into the labour force in China is about 
five years earlier than in Japan.
(2) In age groups from 15-19 to 45-49 labour 
participation rates for both sexes, particularly for 
females, are higher in China than in Japan.
(3) As far as the overall pattern of participation 
is concerned, although there is not much difference for 
males between China and Japan, the patterns are totally 
different for females between the two countries. The 
pattern of participation for females shows an inverted 
"J" shape for China while it is "M" shape for Japan.
There are many reasons for interpreting those 
difference mentioned above. One reason is different 
economic systems. China is characterized by a centrally- 
planned economy and Japan has a free market economy. The 
labour market in the centrally-planned economy is mainly 
influenced by government policies. Difference of 
economic structure include the agriculture-oriented 
economy in China, but non-agriculture-oriented in Japan. 
China has a lower level of education development than
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FIGURE 3 .2  PARTICIPATION RATE
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Japan. There is longer life expectation in Japan than in 
China. The roles of women may be higher in China than in 
Japan. Finally, many Japaness women seem to withdraw 
from the workforce while their children are young, and 
this explains the M-shape.
3.3 SELECTED FACTORS AFFECTING THE LABOUR FORCE 
PARTICIPATION
There are many factors affecting labour force 
participation. For example, fertility and marital status 
may negatively affect participation for females 
{UN,1968:51-56). But in this thesis only the most 
important socio-economic factors will be discussed. They 
are employment policy, industrialization and education.
(1) Employment Policy
It can be agreed that almost every country in the 
world has its own employment policy, but the effect of 
the employment policy greatly depends on the social- 
economic system in a country. Employment policy is much 
more powerful in a centrally-planned economy, as in 
China, than in a free market economy. In a centrally- 
planned economy, the government is likely to solve the 
economic problems by political means or based on 
political point of view, without necessarily considering 
economic benefit. According to the communist party, 
there should not be unemployment in a socialist society 
and unemployment is only and unavoidably related to 
capitalist society. So, policy encourages all people to
participate in the labour force, but often with low 
productivity and low salary. As is well known the supply 
of labour force is positively affected by the demand for 
labour force. Therefore, employment policy may 
positively influence the labour force participation rate. 
Of course, employment policy mainly affects the 
unemployment rate. In recent years, both government and 
scholars have partly rejected the old line that there is 
no unemployment in a socialist society, but the idea that 
a socialist country should have a higher employment rate 
than capitalist country, independent of economic 
development,is still upheld. If this policy of 
encouragement would stop, unemployment would increase 
greatly and the participation rates would be expected to 
decline.
(2) Industrialization
As mentioned in Chapter 2, China's economy is an 
agriculture-oriented economy, which is characterized by 
labour-intensive activity. Correspondingly, most of the 
labour force are in the rural areas. According to the 
experience of developed countries, industrialization is 
the inevitable direction of China's economic development 
(UN, 1968). However, industry, particularly modern 
industry, is characterised by capital-intensive 
production. Industrialization will undoubtedly induce 
the transfer of labour force from labour-intensive 
production to capital-incentive production, and therefore 
it will speed up urbanization in China. So, industria-
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lization will decrease the demand for quantity of labour 
force but increase the demand for its quality. 
Consequently, the supply of labour force will be 
negatively affected by the decrease of demand for labour 
force and more and more people may be likely to get more 
education, training or retraining instead of 
participation in the labour force (PRC.CASS,1985).
(3) Education
With economic development and the expanding 
provisions for popular education the relationships 
between education and economic activity become of special 
interest for developing countries. Besides the quality
of the labour force, the participation rates are
influenced by education, particularly f or young age
groups. The relationships between labour force
participation and education are twofold: it hardly needs 
to be demonstrated that, first, prolongation of schooling 
has the obvious effect of decreasing participation rates 
of young people, and second it may affect the propensity 
and the opportunity to engage in the labour force in 
later life (UN, 1968:56). According to the definition of 
the labour force employed in the 1982 Population Census, 
students are not included in the labour force. 
Therefore, with the development of education, more and 
more young people are going to study in school and 
university instead of entering into the labour force 
early. As a result, the activity rates for young age 
groups will decline. Additionally, education has special 
implication for females. Generally, education can
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improve the social status of women and free women from 
housework. The higher the level of education of women, 
the higher economically active rates for women.
In summary, changes in socio-economic factors are 
anticipated to diminish the labour force participation. 
Moreover, the reform carried out since the early 1980s 
strengthens the impact of the socio-economic factors on 
labour force participation. This reform would promote 
rising levels and penetration of education all over the 
country and speed up industrialization. It is possible 
that this reform will lead to further changes of the 
economic system from a centralized economy towards a free 
market economy, but it is still a long way from that and 
is likely to remain so .
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CHAPTER 4
THE TABLES OF ECONOMICALLY ACTIVE LIFE
4.1. THE TABLES OF ECONOMICALLY ACTIVE LIFE
A life table describes the life-cycle of men or 
women in cohorts or hypothetical cohorts. If a person 
entering the labour force is considered a "birth" of an 
economically active person, the withdrawal of an 
economically active person from the labour force is 
considered as attrition equivalent to death, on the same 
principles as a general life table, a table of 
economically active life can be derived from the general 
life table and data on age and sex specific labour force 
participation rates (see Table 4.1). The validity of the 
tables of economically active life depends on the 
following assumptions:
(a) nobody enters the labour force for the first time 
after the age at which the activity rate has 
reached its maximum and no survivors retire into 
inactive status prior to that age.
(b) There is no relationship between the ages at 
which individuals retire from and enter the 
labour force.
(c) Both economically active and inactive persons 
have the same mortality rate.
Clearly, none of those conditions can be 
perfectly satisfied in reality but the UN (1968:26) 
suggested that near satisfaction of them is necessary. 
In this case, the first two conditions are nearly
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Table 4.1
Abridged Table of Econoiically Active Life, Male Population of China, 1982
specific activity survivors at stationary emulated expectation of life at
age rates age x of 100,000 population stationary popu. age x
groups born alive in age interval in ages x+
in age 
interval
at
exact 
age (x)
total
(lx)
economi­
cally
active
(4*3)
total economi- 
(5Lx) cally 
active 
(6*2)
total . 
(Tx)
economi­
cally
active
total . 
years 
(oex) 
(8/4)
economi­
cally
active
years
(9/4)
inactive
years
(10-11)
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12
0 0.0 0.0 100000 0.0 479476 0.0 6642267 4182162 66.4 41.8 24.6
5 0.0 0.0 94901 0.0 472758 0.0 6162791 4182162 64.9 44.1 20.9
10 0.0 0.0 94284 0.0 470482 0.0 5690033 4182162 60.3 44.4 16.0
15 72.5 0.0 93914 0.0 468409 3395%.5 5219551 4182162 55.6 44.5 11.0
20 96.8 84.7 93406 79068.2 465387 450494.6 4751142 3842566 50.9 41.1 9.7
25 98.7 97.8 92745 90658.2 462040 456033.5 4285755 3392071 46.2 36.6 9.6
30 98.9 98.8 92069 90964.2 458391 453348.7 3823715 2936038 41.5 31.9 9.6
35 98.9 98.9 91259 90255.2 453658 448667.8 3365324 2482689 36.9 27.2 9.7
40 98.7 98.8 90150 89068.2 447037 441225.5 2911666 2034021 32.3 22.6 9.7
45 97.5 98.1 88579 868%. 0 437397 426462.1 2464629 1592796 27.8 18.0 9.8
50 91.4 94.5 86229 81443.3 422441 386111.1 2027232 1166334 23.5 13.5 10.0
55 83.0 87.2 82512 71950.5 399099 331252.2 1604791 780222 19.4 9.5 10.0
60 63.7 73.4 76743 56291.0 362505 230915.7 1205692 448970 15.7 5.9 9.9
65 39.6 51.7 67804 35020.8 550643 218054.6 843187 218055 12.4 3.2 9.2
75+ 0.0 0.0 40327 0.0 292544 0.0 292544 0.0 7.3 0.0 7.3
57
Table 4.1 (continued)
Age
groups
x-x+5
Average 
active years 
per active 
survior 
of age x
Coiponents of annual change in nuiber of economically 
active persons during age interval
Net
increase
{+)
decrease
(-)
Deaths of active 
persons
Net entries into 
econoiic activity
Net retireients 
into inactive status
Nuiber Rate per 1,000 
active 
(15/7)
Nuiber Rate per 
1,000 
inactive
Nuiber Rate per 1,000 
active 
(19/7)
1 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20
0 - 0.0 - - - - - -
5 - 0.0 - - - - - -
10 - 0.0 - - - - - -
15 46.9 79068.2 367 1.1 79435 616.7 - -
20 42.1 11590.1 642 1.4 12232 821.4 - -
25 37.4 305.9 667 1.5 973 162.0 - -
30 32.6 -709.0 801 1.8 92 18.2 - -
35 27.5 -1187.0 1096 2.4 - - 91 0.2
40 22.8 -2172.2 1547 3.5 - - 625 1.4
45 18.3 -5452.7 2278 5.3 - - 3175 7.4
50 14.3 -9492.8 3387 8.8 - - 6106 15.8
55 10.8 -15659.5 4732 14.3 - - 10927 33.0
60 8.0 -21270.2 5652 24.5 - - 15618 67.6
65 6.2 -35020.8 5467 25.1 - - 29554 135.5
75+ 0.0 - - • - - - -
Source:calculated froi 1982 census data and PRC.CASS,1985:883-885
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Table 4.2
Abridged Table of Econoiically Active Life, Feiale Population of China, 1982
specific activity 
age rates
groups
survivors at 
age x of 100,000 
born alive
stationary 
population i 
in age interval
emulated 
stationary popu. 
in ages x+
expectation of life at 
age x
in age at total econoii- total econoii- total .econoii- total .econoii- inactive
interval eiact (lx) cally (5Lx) cally cally years cally years
age (x) active active (Tx) active (oex) active
(4*3) (6*2) (8/4) years (10-11)
(9/4)
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12
0 0.0 0.0 100000 0.0 479897 0.0 6934541 3175720 69.3 31.8 37.6
5 0.0 0.0 94910 0.0 473048 0.0 6454644 3175720 68.0 33.5 34.5
10 0.0 0.0 94400 0.0 471239 0.0 5981596 3175720 63.4 33.6 29.7
15 80.1 0.0 94089 0.0 469452 376031.1 5510357 3175720 58.6 33.8 24.8
20 91.1 85.6 93651 80165.3 466724 425185.6 5040905 2799689 53.6 29.8 23.8
25 89.0 90.1 93026 83769.9 463415 412439.4 4574181 2374503 48.8 25.4 23.5
30 88.9 89.0 92340 82136.4 459802 408764.0 4110766 1962064 44.2 21.1 23.1
35 88.5 88.7 91562 81215.5 455405 403033.4 3650964 1553300 39.5 16.8 22.7
40 83.4 86.0 90572 77846.6 449746 375088.2 3195559 1150266 34.9 12.6 22.3
45 70.6 77.0 89263 68732.5 441931 312003.3 2745813 775178 30.8 8.7 22.1
50 50.9 60.8 87391 53090.0 430209 218976.4 2303882 463175 26.4 5.3 21.1
55 32.9 41.9 84537 35421.0 412789 135807.6 1873673 244198 22.2 2.9 19.3
60 16.9 24.9 80306 19996.2 385784 65197.5 1460884 108391 18.2 1.3 16.8
65 6.8 11.9 73652 8727.8 635197 43193.4 1075100 43193 14.6 0.6 14.0
75+ 0.0 0.0 50921 0.0 439903 0.0 439903 0.0 8.6 0.0 8.6
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Table 4.2 (continued)
Components of annual change in number of economically 
Average active persons during age interval
Age active years - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - ---- -....... -.... .
groups
x-x+5
per active 
survior 
of age x
Net
increase
(+)
decrease
H
Deaths of active 
persons
Net entries into 
economic activity
Net retirements 
into inactive status
Number Rate per 1,000 
active 
(15/7)
Number Rate per 
1,000 
inactive
Number Rate per 1,000 
active 
(19/7)
1 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20
0 - 0.0 - - - - -
5 - 0.0 - - - - -
10 - 0.0 - - - - -
15 37.4 80165.3 351 0.9 80516 861.9 - -
20 32.6 3604.7 573 1.3 4178 100.6 - -
25 28.3 -1633.5 611 1.5 - 1022 2.5
30 23.9 -920.9 691 1.7 - 230 0.6
35 19.1 -3368.9 872 2.2 - 2497 6.2
40 14.8 -9114.1 1089 2.9 - 2025 5.4
45 11.3 -15642.5 1319 4.2 - 14323 45.9
50 8.7 -17669.0 1452 6.6 - 16217 74.1
55 6.9 -15424.8 1392 10.2 - 14033 103.3
60 5.4 -11268.4 1134 17.4 - 10134 155.4
65 4.9 -8727.8 794 18.4 - 7934 183.7
75+ 0.0 - - - - - -
Source:calculated from 1982 Census data and (PRC.CASS,1985.-886-888)
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satisfied due to China’s socialist system. The third one 
is likely to be poorly satisfied in China, as in most 
other societies. Generally speaking, the mortality rates 
of active people are lower than those of inactive 
people.
The procedure for deriving these tables is 
described in "Methods of Analysing Census Data on 
Economic Activities of the Population" (UN, 1968). 
Tables 4.1 and 4.2 are abridged tables of economically 
active life for males and females of China based on 
sex-age-specific activity rates derived from the 1982 
Population Census of China and the 1981 life tables of 
China’s population (PRC.CASS, 1985:883-888) representing 
contemporary conditions of mortality. The method used 
for constructing tables of economic active life was the 
same for males and for females, because the pattern of 
the labour force participation is very similar for males 
and for females.
In the first column of the Table 4.1, each figure 
represents an age at the beginning of an age interval of 
five years, except for the last two. The second to the 
last figure, ”65+", represents a ten years age-interval 
of 65 to 74. The last figure, "75+", represents the 
open age-interval of over 75 years. It is impossible, 
from the available data, to divide the people who are in 
the labour force at ages 65 years and over by five-year 
age groups .
In the second column, labour force participation 
or activity rates by five-year age groups are obtained
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from the 1982 Population Census. The second to the last 
figure in this column represents the activity rate for 
people aged from 65 to 74 years. The economically active 
people aged 75 years and over are so few that they may 
be neglected here (Beijing Review, 1988:24).
The participation rates for exact ages are 
presented in the third column. They are obtained by 
averaging the rates in the second column for successive 
pairs of five-year age intervals. For example, the 
activity rate for the exact age of 20 years ( 84.65), is 
the average of the rates for 15-19 (72.5) and 20-24 years 
(96.8).
The life-table stationary population and 
expectation of life in Table 4.1 (columns 4,6,8, and 10) 
are obtained from the 1981 life table of China's 
population (PRC,CASS, 1985:883-885).
The numbers of economically active survivors at 
various ages in column 5 and the economically active 
people in a stationary population in column 7 are the 
corresponding products of the values in columns 3 and 4, 
and 2 and 6, respectively.
The cumulated economically active stationary 
population in column 9 is the sum of the values of 
column 7 from age 75 to each lower age. The remaining 
columns, that is columns, 10 to 20, will be explained 
later since they have important implications.
4.2 THE LENGTH OF ACTIVE LIFE
As shown in columns 11 and 13 of Tables 4.1 and 
4.2, two measures of average length of economically
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active life are provided here. One is the average number 
of economically active years to be lived by survivors of 
the hypothetical birth cohort; for example, the 
expectation of active life at age 15 can be obtained as: 
4182162/93914=44.5
The expectation of inactive life (column 12) at 
birth and at each age is then derived by subtracting the 
expectation of active life from total expectation of life 
(column 10). In the present case, out of total
expectation of life at birth of 66.4 years for males, 
41.8 years would be expected to be spent in economic 
activity and 24.6 years are inactive years. In other 
words, men spend two-thirds of their life in economic 
activity and one-third in the inactive state. From 
birth to age 15 years, when people begin to enter the 
labour force, the cumulative number of active person- 
years in a stationary population keeps constant while the 
number of surivors decreases due to the death. So, the 
expectation of active life increases. At age 15 years , 
the expectation of active life reaches its maximal level, 
44.5 year for males. After that, the expectation of 
active life continuously declines. However, it is 
interesting that after age 20 the expectation of inactive 
life variates between 9.2 and 10 years.
For females, the trend of the expectation of 
active life is similar to that for males. The maximum 
expectation of active life is 33.6 years at age 15. 
While expectation of active life at birth is only 31.8 
years, the expectation of inactive life is 37.6 years.
63
Thus there is no great difference between the 
expectations of active and inactive life for females. 
However, there is a large difference in the length of 
active life between males and females. The expectation 
of active life for males is about 10 years longer than 
that of females from ages zero to 45 years. 
Correspondingly, the expectation of inactive life for 
males is considerably shorter than that for females at 
various ages. These phenomena are the consequence of 
men having higher participation rates and shorter life 
expectation than women at most ages.
It should be noted, however, that the expectation 
of active life mentioned above relates to all survivors 
at various ages, not only to survivors who are currently 
in the labour force. In order to overcome this problem, 
another measure of the length of active life, that is 
average remaining years of active life per economically 
active person, is also shown in Tables 4.1 and 4.2.
For ages above the point at which the specific 
activity rates reach their maximum ( 35 years for males 
and 25 years for females in the present case), The 
remaining years of active life are calculated by 
dividing the cumulated economically active stationary 
population (column 9) by the number of economically 
active survivors ( column 5). At ages below the point of 
the maximal activity rate, the actual activity rates are
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Table 4.3
Calculation of average regaining years of active life  for econoiically 
active survivors at ages under thirty-five years, «ale population of
China, 1982
Age
groups
x-x+5
Hypo­
thetical
activity
rate
Survivors at age x 
of 10,000 born alive
Total Econoiically
(lx) active
(3*2)
Stationary population 
in age interval
Total Econoiically
(5Lx) active
(5*2)
emulated 
econoiically 
active 
stationary 
population 
in ages x+
average 
reiaining 
active years 
per active 
survivor at 
age x (7/4)
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
15 98.9 93914 92880.9 468409 463256.5 4351817 46.9
20 98.9 93406 92378.5 465387 460267.7 3888560 42.1
25 98.9 92745 91724.8 462040 456957.5 3428292 37.4
30
35h
98.9
►
92069 91056.2 458391 453348.6 2971335
2517986
32.6
Source:calculated fro« 1982 census data
Table 4.4
Calculation of Average Reiaining Years of Active Life for Econoiically 
Active Survivors at Ages under Twenty-five Years, Feiale Population of
China, 1982
Hypo- Survivors at age x Stationary population Cuiulated average
Age thetical of 10,000 born alive in age interval econoiically reiaining
groups
x-x+5
activity
rate Total
(lx)
Econoiically
active
(3*2)
Total
(5Lx)
Econoiically
active
(5*2)
active 
stationary 
population 
in ages x+
active years 
per active 
survivor at 
age x (7/4)
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
15 90.1 94089 84727.1 469452 422741.5 3172499 37.4
20 90.1 93651 84332.7 466724 420285.0 2749758 32.6
25+ 2329473
Source:calculated froi 1982 Census data
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replaced by the maximal rate, that is 98.9 per cent for 
males and 90.05 for females. Without this modification 
the average remaining years of active life for the 
younger ages would be exaggerated, since the number of 
economically active survivors at younger ages would 
exclude persons expected to enter the labour force later 
in life. On the other hand the active years of these 
late entrants would be included in the cumulated 
economically active stationary population.
The values of average remaining active years are 
shown in Table 4.3 and 4.4 as well as in column 13 of 
Tables 4.1 and 4.2. For example, the average number of 
remaining years of active life for males who are in the 
labour force at age 20 is 46.9 years, and for females it 
is 37.4 years.
As expected, the values of the average remaining 
years of active life per economically active person are 
higher than the corresponding values of expectation of 
active life. The differentials between the two values 
are more significant for younger and older ages than for 
the middle ages.
4.3 LOSS OF ACTIVE YEARS BY MORTALITY
The expectation of economically active life
discussed in the previous section is sometimes called
"net years of economically active life" (UN, 1962:18).
In order to estimate the loss of active years by
mortality, we have to calculate first the gross years of 
active life, that is the average number of economically
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active years for those men or women in a hypothetical 
cohort who do not die before retirement age. Therefore, 
the gross years of active life depend only on the ages 
both of entry and retirement but not mortality. They 
are obtained as the sum of the age specific activity 
rates (UN, 1962,18).
For the computation of the gross years of active 
life, the age limits of the potentially active life span 
have been set somewhat arbitrarily at 15 and 75 years as 
before. The procedure for computing this measure is 
illustrated in Table 4.5 for both sexes with the data 
derived from 1982 Population Census in China. The results 
show that, in China, given the continuance of the 1982 
activity rates, the gross years of active life are about 
50 years for males and 35.3 years for females in age span 
from 15 to 75 years. This is out of a potential maximum 
of 60 years if all persons were economically active from 
the age of 15 to 75, and if none died.
The difference between gross years of active life 
and the net years of active life (expectation of active 
life) represents the loss of active years by mortality. 
Also, the loss of active life by mortality can be 
calculated with reference to any age. For example, the 
loss of active life by mortality between birth and age 
75 is 7.2 years ( 49.0-41.8) for males and 3.5 years 
(35.3-31.8) for females, while the loss of active life 
between ages 15 and 75 years is 4.4 years (49.0-44.5) for 
males and 1.5 years (35.3-33.8) for females. Obviously, 
mortality does not substantially affect years of active
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life, as China by 1982 had reached low levels of 
mortality.
4.4 COMPONENTS OF CHANGE IN NUMBERS OF ECONOMICALLY 
ACTIVE SURVIVORS
The size of the labour force undergoes change by 
the entry of inactive people and the withdrawal from the 
labour force of active people, where withdrawal 
comprises of deaths and retirements due to age or ill 
health (disability). In this section, the extent to 
which entries into labour force, retirements, and deaths, 
affect the numbers of active survivors will be estimated.
Tables 4.6 and 4.7 illustrate the procedure of 
calculation of the components of change in the number of 
economically active survivors during each age interval. 
The survival functions and stationary population figures 
(columns 2-5 of Tables 4.6 a and 4.7b) are transcribed 
from Tables 4.1 and 4.2. Taking the differences between 
the figures for successive ages in column 3, the increase 
or decrease in the number of economically active 
survivors during each age interval is derived (column 6).
Column 7 shows the age-specific mortality rates 
(per 1000) and is adopted from the complete life-table 
for China's 1981 population (PRC,CASS, 1985:883-888). 
The mortality rates multiplied by the economically 
active stationary population in each age interval (column 
5) produce the first estimates of deaths of active 
persons during each age interval (shown in column 8), 
assuming active persons and inactive persons have equal
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mortality rate.
Taking differences between the specific activity 
rates for successive ages (column 3 of Tables 4.6 and 
4.7), the net entry or retirement rate is obtained. 
Multiplied by the total stationary population in the age 
interval (column 4), the first estimates of net entries 
or retirements are obtained by dividing this product by 
5, as shown in column 11 of Tables 4.6 and 4.7.
Due to interaction between mortality and changing 
activity rates during the age intervals, the sums of the 
first estimates fail to agree with the independently 
determined increases or decreases. This is particularly 
the case for the age interval 65 and over where both the 
mortality rate and the retirement rate are so high that 
their interactions are important (UN, 1968:31). In order 
to get around this problem, the adjustment of the first 
estimates is made on a pro-rata basis, so that the sums
(with due regard to sign) of the adjusted numbers of
deaths and net entries or retirements during each age
interval agree with the corresponding increases and
decrease in the number of active survivors during the age 
interval (column 6).
The adjusted estimates are found in columns 9 and 
12 of Tables 4.6 and 4.7 and columns 15, and 17 of Tables 
4.1 and 4.2 for both males and females, respectively. It 
is clear that the adjustments are of no significance 
for all age intervals except over 65 years. Combining 
those adjusted estimates with active and inactive 
population, the age-specific rates of deaths, net entries
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and net retirements are obtained, as shown in columns 
16, 18 and 20 of Tables 4.1 and 4.2 for males and females 
respectively.
4.5 APPLICATIONS OF THE TABLE OF ECONMICALLY ACTIVE LIFE
Besides estimating the length of active life, the 
table of economically active life has other important 
applications ( UN, 1968:31-34). As examples, the median 
ages of entry into and retirement from labour force and 
crude rates of replenishment of the labour force by 
entries and its depletion by death and retirement will be 
discussed in the present section.
First, taking the net entry and retirement figures 
to represent approximately the gross figures, the median 
ages of entry into and retirement from labour force can 
be estimated. In the present case, from the adjusted 
estimates in columns 12 of tables 4.6 and 4.7 and under 
the assumption of linear distribution of the events 
within each five-years age interval, the median ages are 
about 17.9 years for entry and about 63.9 years for 
retirement of males, and about 17.6 years for entry and 
54.4 years for retirement of females. These results 
emphasize again that females enter into and withdraw from 
the labour force earlier than males. The differences 
between the median ages of entry and retirement are 46.0 
for males and 36.8 for females, which are close to the 
figures of the average active years per survivor aged 15 
(46.9 for males and 37.4 for females). It can be said 
that the difference between the median ages of entry and
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retirement is a round indicator of average active years 
per active survivor aged 15 years, or that the 
computation of the median ages of entry and retirement is 
valid.
As the United Nations (1968:32) pointed out, there 
may be errors in these medians based on this method for 
females although the method may be quite suitable for 
males. However the similar pattern of participation for 
males and females in China gives confidence in the 
results.
Second, applying the age-specific rates from the 
table of economically active life to the figures for 
corresponding age groups in the actual labour force and 
inactive population in China in 1982, the crude rates 
(for all age groups taken together) of replenishment of 
the labour force by entries and its depletion by deaths 
and retirements can be estimated as illustrated in Table 
4.8 for males and Table 4.9 for females.
For the male labour force, the annual crude rate 
of entries is 39.9 per thousand (11.9/298.4), the annual 
crude retirement rate is 12.1 ( 3.6/298.4) per thousand 
and the annual crude rate of losses by deaths is 4.4 per 
thousand (1.3/298.4). For females, the three crude rates 
are 60.0, 12.6 and 2.6 respectively. The entry rate is 
much higher for females than for males while there are no 
significant differences of death rates and retirement 
rates between males and females.
Based on the crude rates, the labour force
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Table 4.8
Calculation of Annual Losses from Labour Force by Death and Retirement 
and Gains by Entries from the Inactive Population, Male Population of
China, 1982
Age popula- 
(years) tion
million
Labour
force
million
Inactive Annual losses from labour 
popula- force by death
Annual entries into 
labour force
Annual retirements 
from labour fore
million
Rate per
1000 of 
labour 
force
Estimated
number
(1,000)
(3*5)
Rate per
1000 of
inactive
population
Estimated Rate per Estimate
number 1000 of number
million labour million
(4*7) force (3*9)
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
15 63.8 46.3 17.5 1.1 0.0 616.7 10.8 - -
20 37.9 36.7 1.2 1.4 0.1 821.4 1.0 - -
25 47.7 47.1 0.6 1.5 0.1 162.0 0.1 - -
30 39.7 39.3 0.4 1.8 0.1 18.2 0.0 - -
35 28.6 28.3 0.3 2.4 0.1 - - -0.2 -0.0
40 25.8 25.5 0.3 3.5 0.1 - - -1.4 -0.0
45 25.1 24.5 0.6 5.3 0.1 - - -7.4 -0.2
50 21.5 19.7 1.8 8.8 0.2 - - -33.0 -0.6
55 17.5 14.5 3.0 14.3 0.2 - - -33.0 -0.5
60 13.7 8.7 5.0 24.5 0.2 - - -135.5 -1.2
65+ 
Total 
15 and
20.2 8.0 12.2 25.1 0.2 - - -135.5 -1.1
over 341.5 298.4 43.1 1.3 11.9 -3.6
Source .-calculated from 1982 census data and Table 4.1
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Table 4.9
Calculation of Annual Losses froi Labour Force by Death and Retireient 
and Gains by Entries froi the Inactive Population, Feiale Population of
China, 1982
Age popula- 
(years) tion 
aillion
Labour
force
lillion
Inactive Annual losses froi labour 
popula- force by death
Annual entries into 
labour force
Annual retireients 
froi labour fore
lillion Rate per 
1,000 of 
labour 
force
Estiiated
nuiber
■illion
(3*5)
Rate per 
1,000 of 
inactive 
population
Estiiated Rate per Estiiate 
nuiber 1,000 of nuiber 
lillion labour lillion 
(4*7) force (3*9)
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
15 61.6 49.3 12.3 0.9 0.0 861.9 10.6 - -
20 36.5 33.3 3.2 1.3 0.0 100.6 0.3 - -
25 44.8 39.9 4.9 1.5 0.1 - - -20.0 -0.1
30 35.0 31.1 3.9 1.7 0.1 - - -4.5 -0.0
35 25.7 22.7 3.0 2.2 0.0 - - -6.2 -0.1
40 22.6 18.8 3.8 2.9 0.1 - - -5.4 -0.1
45 22.3 15.7 6.6 4.2 0.1 - - -45.9 -0.7
50 19.3 9.8 9.5 6.6 0.1 - - -74.1 -0.7
55 16.4 5.4 11.0 10.2 0.1 - - -103.3 -0.6
60 13.7 2.3 11.4 17.4 0.0 - - -155.4 -0.4
65+ 
Total 
15 and
24.3 1.7 22.6 18.4 0.0 - - -184.1 -0.3
over 322.2 230.1 92.1 0.6 -13.8 -2.9
Source:calculated froi 1982 Census data and Table 4.2
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replacement rate can be obtained as the difference 
between the rate of entries and the sum of the rates of 
retirements and losses by death (UN, 1968:32). In the 
present case, it is 23.4 per 1000 of the male labour 
force and 44.8 per 1000 of the female labour.
As can be seen, the replacement rate is higher 
for females than for males. Just as the difference 
between crude birth and death rates is called the rate of 
the natural increase of population, the replacement rate 
can be considered as a rate of natural increase of the 
labour force.
Finally, the labour force replacement ratio is 
calculated here. It is an index of the pressure on the 
labour market represented by the demand for new workers, 
in proportion to the number of jobs being vacated by 
retirement and death. The replacement ratio is the 
number of new entrants per 100 retirements and deaths. 
In the present case, the replacement ratio is 242.9 for 
males, 394.3 for females. Both the replacement rates 
and replacement ratios indicate that the pressure on the 
female labour market is stronger than that on the male 
labour market. This is mainly due to the higher entry 
rate of females resulting from the earlier entry into and 
younger age-structure of females in the labour force.
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CHAPTER 5
PROJECTION OF THE LABOUR FORCE. IN 1982-2002 
5.1 INTRODUCTION
In previous chapters, the current situation of the 
labour force has been analyzed. However, the greater 
interest, from the point of view of policy-makers, may 
be the situation and change of the labour force in the 
future. In view of the dual role of people as producers 
and consumers, population projection provides a basis for 
estimation of future needs for various goods and services 
and labour force projection based on the projected total 
population provides a basis for determining the projected 
supply of labour available for providing such goods and 
services (UN, 1975:296). This chapter contains a 
projection of the labour force in the period 1982-2002, 
based on the data derived from 1982 Population Census. 
The component projection method is employed and three 
projection variants classified as high, medium and low 
variants are considered.
As mentioned before, the labour force is 
determined by two factors, population size and age and 
sex structure and labour force participation rates by sex 
and age. Reliable projections must be based on plausible 
assumptions. Besides the assumptions of fertility, 
mortality and migration required by population 
projection, the assumption of labour force participation 
rates in the projection period is definitely necessary 
for the projection of the labour force. All these
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variables are affected by social, economic and cultural 
factors as well as demographic factors and all these 
factors are changeable. The extent to which social, 
economic and cultural factors affect labour force 
participation rates as well as each other is only 
vaguely known. Therefore, making plausible assumptions 
of activity rates is quite difficult
Moreover, the special situation of China makes 
assumptions of labour force participation rates even more 
difficult to set out. Valid data for deriving the trend 
of labour force participation in China in the past are 
not available. Also, China is a socialist country 
characterized by a centrally-planned economy, and 
policies have much stronger influence on labour force 
participation in China than in other countries with free- 
market economies. Methods and models of estimation of 
economically active rates based on the experience of 
free-raarket economies are not suitable for estimating the 
future tendency of the change in labour force 
participation in China (UN, 1977). Moreover, from 1978, 
a reform characterized by decentralization of the economy 
has been introduced in China. The policy was 
centralization before 1978. Those two opposite courses 
have quite different impacts on labour force 
participation. Therefore, any estimations of future 
labour force participation rates based on the experience 
in the past might not be reasonable for China. That 
means that even if the data on labour force participation 
rates in the past (before 1982) were available, they
might be less helpful for development of the assumptions 
of labour force participation rates in the future.
However, due to the relative stability of the 
labour force participation rates (UN, 1977:90), some 
plausible medium-terra assumptions about them can still
be made according to rational analysis although these
estimates may be somewhat arbitrary.
5.2 ASSUMPTIONS
A. Assumptions for Demographic Variables
The demographic variables required for projection 
are fertility, mortality, migration and sex ratio at 
birth. Only one set of assumptions of these demographic 
variables is used for the three labour force projection 
variants.
(a) Fertility
The total fertility rate (TFR) is employed to 
represent the level of fertility in this projection. 
According to the definition of labour force,the minimal 
age limit of labour force is 15 year old,and the people 
in the labour force in the projection period (1982-2002) 
have mostly been born before 1982 and all have been born 
by 1987. Fertility no longer affects the labour force 
through the change of population in the projection 
period. It is reasonable to let the TFR remain at the
average 1982-1987 level of 2.33 throughout the period
to 2002, as shown in Table 5.1. The pattern of the 
distribution of age-specific fertility rates by five-year
is 
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age intervals in 1981 is used for the whole projection 
period.
(b) Mortality
Life expectancy at birth is chosen as the index of 
mortality. Up to 1982, mortality had declined to a very 
low level, nearly comparable with that in developed 
countries, so the speed of increase in life expectancy 
is expected to be less in the future. Based on this 
knowledge, an assumption of life expectancy for China's 
population in 1982-2002 is made and shown in Table 5.1. 
Mortality is not a key factor affecting labour force 
participation in the projection period.
(c) Migration
According to the available material, China's 
population is almost closed and this is anticipated to 
be true for the whole projection period. Therefore, this 
projection recognizes that there is no significant 
international migration for China in the projection 
period.
(d) Sex ratio at Birth
The sex ratio at birth of China's population was 
107 in the late 1970's and reached 107.8 in 1981 
(CPIC,1985:423-457). Besides biological factors, the 
sex ratio at birth in China is affected by son
preference, and the population policy of birth control. 
These factors will still be at work in the projection 
period, although it is anticipated that their effect will 
be weakened gradually. Therefore, the sex ratio at birth 
is assumed to be 107 in the projection period.
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B. Assumption of Labour Force Participation Rates
For the year of 1982, the labour force 
participation rate can be derived from the 1982 
Population Census for each five-year age interval from 
15-19 to 60-65 and for age interval 65 and over as shown 
in Table 5.2 for males and females respectively.
So far as age interval 65 and over is concerned, 
the arbitrary adjustment which was done in Chapter 4 is 
employed again. That is, all those in the labour force 
in age group 65 and over are considered to be in age 
interval 65-75 and the participation rate for.age 75 and 
over is set at zero. Even if a small component of the 
labour force was in age group 75 and over, this 
adjustment will not markedly affect the projection of the 
labour force.
For age group 0-14, the participation rate was 
zero in 1982 and is set at zero until 2002. There are 
three reasons for this assumption: the definition of 
labour force used in this thesis excludes the people in 
this age group,- nine years compulsory education 
(generally from 6 to 14 years old) is planned to be 
realized in China in the coming years; data for this age 
group on actual labour force status are not available.
For other years in the projection period, three 
assumptions of labour force participation rates for age 
groups between 15 and 75 are made as follows:
(1). Medium Variant
In general, the variation of labour force
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Table 5.2
Assuiptions of Participation Rates, China, 1982-2002 (X)
1987 1992 1997 2002
1982
census Mediui Low Mediui Low Mediui Low High Mediui Low
data variant variant variant variant variant variant variant variant variant
Male
Age group 
0-14 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
15-19 72.5 71.3 70.1 70.3 68.2 0.7 66.2 72.5 68.5 64.5
20-24 96.8 95.9 95.0 95.2 93.5 94.5 92.1 96.8 93.8 90.8
25-29 98.7 98.7 98.6 98.7 98.5 98.7 98.3 98.7 98.7 98.2
30-34 98.9 98.9 98.7 98.9 98.6 98.9 98.4 98.9 98.9 98.3
35-39 98.9 98.9 98.6 98.9 98.3 98.9 98.1 98.9 98.9 97.9
40-44 98.7 98.7 98.4 98.7 98.1 98.7 97.9 98.7 98.7 97.7
45-49 97.5 97.5 97.5 97.5 97.5 97.5 97.5 97.5 97.5 97.5
50-54 91.4 91.4 91.4 91.4 91.4 91.4 91.4 91.4 91.4 91.4
55-59 83.0 83.0 83.0 83.0 83.0 83.0 83.0 83.0 83.0 83.0
60-64 63.7 64.6 65.2 65.3 66.4 66.0 67.6 63.7 66.7 68.7
65-75 39.6 39.9 40.1 40.2 40.7 40.4 41.2 39.6 40.6 41.6
75+ 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
Fetale
Age group 
0-14 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
15-19 80.1 78.4 76.5 76.9 73.6 75.4 70.7 80.1 74.1 68.1
20-24 91.1 89.9 88.7 88.9 86.8 88.0 84.8 91.1 87.1 83.1
25-29 89.0 89.0 88.9 89.0 88.8 89.0 88.6 89.0 89.0 88.5
30-34 88.9 88.9 88.7 88.9 88.6 88.9 88.4 88.9 88.9 88.3
35-39 88.5 88.5 88.2 88.5 87.9 88.5 87.7 88.5 88.5 87.5
40-44 83.4 83.4 83.1 83.4 82.8 83.4 82.6 83.4 83.4 82.4
45-49 70.6 70.6 70.6 70.6 70.6 70.6 70.6 70.6 70.6 70.6
50-54 50.9 50.9 50.9 50.9 50.9 50.9 50.9 50.9 50.9 50.9
55-59 32.9 33.4 32.9 34.0 32.9 34.5 32.9 32.9 34.9 32.9
60-64 16.9 17.2 17.8 17.5 18.5 17.7 19.2 16.9 17.9 19.9
65-75 6.8 7.2 7.3 7.4 7.9 7.6 8.3 6.8 7.8 8.8
75+ 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
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participation mainly occurs in younger age groups (15-19, 
20-24) due to the effect of education on entry into the 
labour force and old age groups (55 and over for females, 
60 and over for males in China) because of retirements 
(UN, 1977). At present, the level of education 
development is still low. As a result, the labour force
participation rates for age groups 15-•19 and 20-24 are
quite high (see Table 3. 1 and Table 5.2) . With
educational development, a decline in labour force
participation for age groups 15-19 and 20-■24 seems to be
inevitable, particularly for females. It may be noted by 
the way that economic reform may contribute to the 
decline of participation rates in the younger age groups 
through the change of the demand, such as increasing 
demand for older labour and greater incentives to obtain 
skills. A decreased labour force participation rate for 
age groups 15-19 and 20-24 is assumed for the medium 
variant.
As far as older age groups, 55 and over for 
females and 60 and over for males, are concerned, an 
increased participation rate is expected for the medium 
variant. This is because in the later 1970s and early 
1980s, the government encouraged people to retire early 
in order to free more places for young unemployed. 
Meanwhile, people have liked to do that because their 
children could take their places after they retired and 
retired people could still get the whole or most of 
salary after retirement. However, this traditional 
arrangement has been stopped by the government.
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Consequently, people now like to stay in the labour force 
longer.
Another reason for assuming increase in activity 
rates is the economic reform which began from 1978. 
The reform made each family a production unit in rural 
areas. Many people usually work as long as possible in 
the interests of their households. Additionally, 
economic reform leads to many individual businesses in 
both urban and rural areas, and some people who have 
special skills or qualifications are likely to reenter 
the labour force as self-employed workers. Economic 
reform also leads enterprises to employ more and more 
qualified people who pass the retirement age in order to 
improve productivity (or profits). Improved health, as 
it is indirectly indicated by mortality decline or 
increase of life expectancy is another reason for the 
increase in participation rates for older age groups.
For age groups from 25-29 to 50-54 for females 
and 25-29 to 55-59 for males, participation rates are 
assumed to remain at the level in 1982. This is possible 
unless more pronounced reform would be conducted in China 
in the projection period.
(2). Low Variant
The low variant projection is based on the 
hypothesis that a more intensive reform would be realized 
in China in the projection period. The impact of the 
reform on labour force participation is mainly through 
the free labour market. There are two key factors in the 
labour market which will strongly affect the labour force
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participation: one is equal employment opportunity for 
males and females, the other is demand for labour. These 
two factors used to bear little relationship with labour 
force participation in China. A free labour market may 
shift some of the underemployed into unemployment or out 
of the labour force in favour of qualified people. Under 
this situation not only will the participation rates in 
younger and older age group change as in the medium 
variant projection but these changes will be faster and 
the participation rates in age groups 25-29 to 40-44 
would decrease due to people in those age groups 
undertaking training or retraining. But people in the 
labour force aged 45 to 54 for females and 45-49 for 
males may be too old to be trained or retrained. So for 
those age groups, participation rates are expected to be 
constant at their 1982 levels.
(3). High Variant
For the high variant projection, participation 
rates for all age groups are constant as in 1982 during 
the whole the projection period. Obviously this 
assumption is not tenable, because the participation 
rates are not static, but due to fact that the 
participation rates change only gradually, a constant 
assumption is a worthwhile alternative to consider. In 
addition, for the purpose of comparison with other 
variants, the constant assumption is necessary.
It also needs to be said that the projections 
presented here are based on the general assumption that 
there would be no major catastrophes, widespread
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epidemics, or social, political, or economic upheavals in 
the projection period (U.S. Department of Commerce, 
1979:14}.
5.3 MAIN FINDINGS
Sex-age-specific labour force projections provide 
information not only on the size and growth of the total 
labour force but on the structure as well.
(I). Dimension and Growth
As Table 5.3 shows, the size of the total labour 
force is expected to surpass 730 million in 2002, 
increased by about more than 205 million or 40 per cent 
from 1982 to 2002 based on all the variants. According 
to the three variants male labour is always more than 
female labour and increases faster in the projection 
period. Taking the medium variant as an example, about
125.3 million men. and 90.3 million women will be added to 
the labour force in this period, an increases of 42.4 per 
cent for males and 39.3 per cent for females. These 
increases are higher in the high variant and lower in the 
low variant both absolutely and relatively.
Table 5.3 also illustrates the absolute increase 
and average percentage growth rates of the labour force 
in each five-year period. The growth rates of labour 
force decline according to all three variants mainly due 
to the change of population age structure and to a lesser 
extent due to the interaction of population age structure 
and participation rates. Composition must be a factor
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FIGURE 5.1 PROJECTED LABOUR FORCE
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FIGURE 5.2  PROJECTED LABOUR FORCE
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because the participation rates are constant for the high 
variant.
From the differences in projected labour force 
between high and medium variant and between high and low 
variants, the reduction of people in the labour force due 
to the change of participation rates can be observed (as 
shown at the bottom of Table 5.3). Obviously, the impact 
of change of the participation rates on the labour force 
will become stronger over time. In 2002, this impact 
reaches its maximum, and females in the labour force are 
3.6 million lower and males 2.6 million lower in the 
medium variant than the high variant; while about 7.0 
million men and 9.5 million women will not be in the 
labour force in 2002 according to the low variant who 
would have been included according to the high variant. 
However, compared with the total labour force these 
reductions are very small. For example, the proportion 
of women in the labour force, as projected by the high 
variant, is only 3 per cent more in 2002 than in the low 
variant projection.
For all three variants, growth rates of the labour 
force decrease in each five-years period although the 
rates of decrease differ in the first period from 1982 
to 1987 for both sexes, mainly due to the participation 
rates. In other periods, the growth rates of the labour 
force for males are roughly equal for three variants. 
That implies that the impact of the change of 
participation rates on the growth of the labour force is 
too weak to be observed or it is nearly offset by the
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interaction of population (including its age structure) 
and participation rates. The differentials of growth 
rates of the female labour force among the three variants 
in the last period are a little bit clearer since the 
change of participation rates for the female labour force 
is greater.
Finally, it can be seen that, although both 
relative and absolute growth declines from the beginning 
to the end of the projection period for all three 
variants, the growth of the labour force is still strong. 
The lowest growth rates in the projection period are 
about one per cent per year, representing more than 31.5 
million people in five years. However, it is still 
uncertain how many of these projected people in the 
labour force can be absorbed by production. If the 
unemployment rate (0.7 per cent) and underemployment 
rates (estimated to be about 33.0 per cent of the total 
labour force) would be constant in the projection period, 
an approximate estimate for unemployed and underemployed 
would be obtained as shown in the Table 5.4. The 
underemployed are close to 200 million people in 1987 
according to three variants, and by 2002, the 
underemployed are over 240 million people for all three 
variants. By contrast, the unemployed are only about 
5.1-5.2 million in 2002. However, if it is assumed that, 
in order to improve productivity, a substantial number of 
the underemployed would be pushed into the unemployed 
category, China would become a country with most serious 
unemployment problems. Although this is an assumed
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Table 5.4
Estimation of the Composion 
China, for selected
of Labour 
years
Force
(million)
Years 1987 1992
Variants Total
Unem­
ployed
Under­
employed Total
Unem­
ployed
Under­
employed
High 607.6 4.3 200.5 671.0 4.7 221.4
Medium 604.8 4.2 199.6 666.3 4.7 219.9
Low 601.0 4.2 198.3 659.7 4.6 217.7
Years 1997 2002
Variants Total
Unem­
ployed
Under­
employed Total
Unem­
ployed
Under­
employed
High 712.3 5.0 235.1 746.9 5.2 246.5
Medium 707.2 5.0 233.4 740.7 5.2 244.4
Low 698.9 4.9 230.6 730.5 5.1 241.0
z: = = = : = = = = : = : = = = = = = = = = = = = = : = = = = : = : = = - = = = " = * = = = = = = = = = =
Source: PRC.CASS, 1985:604-605 
Shorter and Pasta, 1978
94
situation, it has most important implications for 
policy-makers. China has to make decisions about the 
relationships between employment and productivity and the 
effects on the rate of unemployment of improving 
productivity.
5.4 AGE-SEX-STRUCTURE OF THE PROJECTED LABOUR FORCE
The impact of age structure of population and 
age-specific participation rates on the labour force can 
be more clearly reflected through projected changes of 
age structure. Because the three projection variants 
produce similar trends in the change of the sex-age- 
structure of the projected labour force, the medium 
variant is chosen as a example.
Table 5.5 illustrates that the age structures of 
the labour force for both sexes become older over time 
after 1987 after an initial opposite trend from 1982 to 
1987. For the young age group 15-24, both the 
percentage points shares and absolute numbers increase 
from 1982 to 1987 then decline continuously. The decline 
of labour force participation rates contributes to the 
change of the labour force in this age group. But a much 
stronger influence comes from change in the population 
age structure, particularly in the period 1982-1987.
Referring to age group 25-44, an opposite trend of 
the relative share of the labour force is observed. The 
proportion of the labour force in this age group 
decreases first from 1982-1987 and then increases up to
2002. However the absolute number increases from the
95
Table 5.5
Projected Labour Force By Age in China Based on The Mediui Variant, 1982-2002, (Million)
1982 1987 1992 1997 2002
Age Percent- Percent- Percent- Percent- Percent-
age dis- age dis- age dis- age dis- age dis-
Nuiber tribution Nuiber tribution Nuiber tribution Nuiber tribution Nuiber tribution
Male
Total 295.3 100.0 339.4 100.0 374.8 100.0 399.7 100.0 420.7 100.0
15-24 82.8 28.1 109.0 32.1 103.7 27.7 86.6 21.7 78.5 18.7
25-44 138.4 46.9 148.6 43.8 181.6 48.4 209.4 52.4 217.7 51.8
45-59 58.6 19.9 63.5 18.7 68.0 18.1 78.8 19.7 97.4 23.2
60-74 15.4 5.2 18.3 5.4 21.5 5.7 24.9 6.2 27.1 6.4
Feiale
Total 229.6 100.0 265.6 100.0 291.5 100.0 307.4 100.0 320.0 100.0
15-24 82.4 35.9 105.1 39.6 97.5 33.5 80.9 26.3 73.4 22.9
25-44 112.6 49.0 123.5 46.5 153.6 52.7 177.8 57.8 185.5 58.0
45-54 25.6 11.1 26.7 10.0 28.5 9.8 36.1 11.7 47.0 14.7
55-74 9.0 3.9 10.3 3.9 11.9 4.1 12.7 4.1 14.1 4.4
Source: PRC.CASS, 1985:604-605 
Shorter and Pasta, 1978
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beginning to the end of the projection period. The 
labour force in this age group is affected only by the 
population age structure because the participation rates 
are kept constant in the projected period.
In sura, the decline in the labour force for the 
young age group 15-24 and the increase in the labour 
force for age group 25-44 imply that the age-structure of 
the labour force becomes more favourable for production 
and productivity in the projected period.
So far as age group 45-59 for males and age group 
45-54 for females are concerned, the labour force in 
these age groups also is affected only by the population 
age structure. Referring to the medium variant, the 
percentage shares in these age groups decline from 1932 
to 1992 then begin to increase from 1992 to 2002 while 
the absolute values increase from the beginning to the 
end of the projection period.
Both the age structure of population and 
participation rates have an impact on the labour force in 
age group 60-74 for males and age group 55-74 for 
females, and the impact of participation rates is 
stronger in this case. Not only do the percentage shares 
but the absolute values of the labour force in those age 
groups increase from 1982 to 2002. Because it is assumed 
that added people in the labour force in older age groups 
will be better qualified, those increases in the labour 
force for these two age groups are beneficial for
economic development.
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CHAPTER 6
CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS
In previous chapters, the current situation of the 
labour force (including its composition, structure and 
distribution) has been examined. Also, the growth of the 
labour force in the period 1982 to 2002 has been 
estimated. Based on this quantitative material, various 
current and likely future labour force problems in China 
have been discussed.
The labour market of China is characterized by 
oversupply of unskilled labour. Therefore, China is 
about to face perhaps the greatest challenge in its 
history: generating a sufficient number of jobs at 
reasonable wages to absorb its rapidly growing number of 
people into productive employment and improving the 
quality of the labour force through education. The 
analyses and projections presentedin this thesis may help 
to provide a basis for making reasonable policy to solve 
the problems existing in the labour market and to utilize 
human resources efficiently.
First, China's labour force is chiefly 
characterized by huge size, fast growth and poor quality. 
The huge size of the labour force means that there is 
plentiful labour supply, but unlike most natural 
resources which can be preserved without wasting, the 
human resource is dynamic. The replacement of the old 
by the young is continuous.
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Comparing the supply of the labour force with the 
demands of the economy, there is a grave situation of 
surplus labour disguised as underemployment, while there 
is only negligible unemployment in China. This problem 
of surplus labour has become more and more visible due 
to reforms since 1978, and the number of unemployed are 
likely to become steadily increasing (Ellingsen, 
1988:17) .
At the same time, that a surplus of labour exists 
in China, there is also a structural shortage of labour- 
that is, there are not enough qualified people in the 
labour force to meet needs of high-skilled occupations. 
This is largely due to the poor quality of the labour 
force, reflected in low educational levels and the 
backward structure of industry. Therefore, it is a very 
important task for China to develop educational and 
vocational training or retraining so as to improve the 
quality of the labour force.
In summary, China’s labour market is characterized 
not only by surplus labour but also by a shortage of 
professional workers. Taking into account the projected 
face of population and labour growth, a worsening 
situation of the labour market in China must be 
anticipated. Radical economic and political change could 
of course introduce new elememts that are unforeseen in 
such projections..
Secondly, an agriculture oriented economy prevails 
in China in terms of the industrial and occupational 
distributions of the labour force. Moreover, most of the
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underemployed are in agriculture or rural areas, and that 
is where the main problems of the labour force at 
present are. According to international studies, 
transfer of the labour force from agriculture to 
industry and services seems to be an inevitable trend of 
the labour market of China in the future (Bloom, 1986). 
The resolution of the serious situation of surplus 
labour in China (PRC.CASS, 1985, 1986) is likely to 
depend on rapid re-structuring of the economy.
There are two factors promoting this transfer of 
labour: one is the significant labour surplus in 
agriculture or in rural areas (underemployed) ,• and the 
other is the young age structure of the labour force, 
particularly in the rural areas (Ogawa, 1979). In 
China, the young generation has a higher educational 
level than the older and it is easier for young people 
to accept new knowledge and technology. On the other 
hand, there are also many factors working against this 
transfer. The first category of obstacles comes from the 
extent to which urban areas also have surplus labour, 
together with shortage of investment capital, shortage of 
service facilities (particularly accommodation), and so 
on. The second category of obstacles comes from the fact 
that it is difficult for poor-quality labour from rural 
areas to adapt itself to the demands of the production 
process in industry. In addition, the responsibility 
system in rural areas keeps the rural labour force on the 
land even when they are underemployed.
In view of the above-mentioned problems, some 
people place hope in absorbing the rural surplus labour 
in the development of small cities and towns and on 
constructing new cities and towns, relying on the 
capital formation by farmers. According to this 
scenario, people would work in small cities or towns but 
live in rural areas and their families would manage the 
land. It looks like a good idea but to realize it may be 
difficuit. There are two main obstacles:first, farmers 
by themselves may be unable to develop industry without 
extension programs and training. Second, scattered small 
factories in small cities or towns would have no 
economies of scale. They would also waste energy and raw 
materials, which would worsen the current serious 
shortages (Li, 1985).
To sum up, while industrialization is an 
inevitable component of the economic development in China 
in the long run, it is very difficult currently. The 
surplus labour force in agriculture exceeds the 
absorptive capacity of the non-agricultural industries in 
urban areas (Wang and Xie, 1988:3).
An alternative strategy for absorbing surplus 
agricultural labour is to encourage movement of the 
labour force from rural areas to the north-west of China. 
There are rich mineral resources and undeveloped arable 
land in this area. To develop those resources would not 
only directly absorb many people in in productive work 
but indirectly increase employment through providing 
additional raw materials for other areas to expand
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production. Of course, development in north-west China 
would need a large amount of investment not only for 
providing basic production equipment but also for 
improving living conditions. If there were firm policy 
to create a good investment environment, it would be 
possible to attract foreign investment to this area.
These approaches are based on the assumption that 
the labour force will be able to move freely, which is 
not true in China now. The policy of prohibiting the 
movement of labour could be relaxed and a freer labour 
market could be established to overcome this problem. In 
addition, both domestic capital formation and attracting 
foreign investment for absorbing surplus labour and 
developing the economy are greatly affected by the 
political and economic system. While the government has 
called for greater economic incentives to reward 
entrprise, some people who have thereby become rich have 
done so by dubious means, moreover, the rich spend most 
of their new income on consumption, not on investment 
(Chan, 1988). This is one of the results of an uncertain 
political and economic envirinment which might some day 
revert to regarding wealth as evidence of a crime. 
Economic liberalization thus contributes less than it 
should to capital formation and labour absorption. 
Indeed, it probably contributes much to the inflation 
which is now occurring in China. From this point of 
view, a thorough reform in both the economic and 
political fields is necessary and unavoidable. Otherwise, 
the future labour force in China would continue to be
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characterized by low productivity or 
unemployment.
sreious
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